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FOREWORD 
By 
Str RAMALINGA REDDY, Kr., Hon. D. Lirt., M.L.C. 


Vice-Chancellor, Andhra University 


Though by an author little known to fame, there is hardly 
a novel published in India and dealing with Indian life in any 
of its myriad phases and aspects which, in my opinion, has a 
better claim to become famous than Mrs. Iqbalunnisa Hussain’s 
Purdah and Polygamy. Without exaggeration I can hail 
her as the Jane Austen of India. She deals with the ordinary, 
the familiar, not with the romantic and heroic. It is by deft 
touches, each minute in itself, but together constituting life and 
reality, that she wins first the attention and finally the heart of 
the reader. Observation, analysis, a penetrating insight into 
the working of the minds of the men and women of the 
mercantile class of the Muslim community in India, the 
fervour of a moral and social purpose which sometimes leads 
her to didactic outpourings, and above all, the painter’s gift of 
portraiture that brings out the very soul of the persons figured 
—these and other graces have given to us a novel in which all 
the characters, and more especially the women, live and move 
before our eyes true to life, simple, natural, unsophisticated, 
intimate. The women depicted are not types but flesh and 
blood individuals, particular, vivid, full of vitality and each an 
attraction in her own special way. I read the book at one 
stretch from cover to cover. For it was no task but an irresis- 
tible pleasure. 

I sent it to some of my literary friends for their unbiassed 
opinion without letting them know a word about the author or 
my interest in her who, I recently discovered, was one that I 
had helped in her educational career. Mr. Bezwada Gopala 
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Reddi, a Tagorean with an established standing in Telugu 
literature, writes thus :-—. 

“Her maiden effort at novel writing is quite a success, 
The book gives an insight into a Muslim’s life within walls, 
which is a sealed book to most of us. She knows where the 
shoe pinches and has given expression to her agony through 
this book.” I would say that it is better than an agony. It is 
an analysis which is intellectually convincing as well as emotion- 
ally stirring. 

The same thought has struck both Mr. Gopala Reddi and 
myself regarding the psychological affinity between the Hindu 
and the Muslim women. As Mr. Gopala Reddi says—‘The 
surface variety need not deceive us about the substratum 
unity.” Hindu readers of this book will realise, perhaps for 
the first time, how close to their women in heart, soul, 
thoughts, feelings and aspirations, earthly as well as heavenly, 
the Muslim women are. After all, they are the daughters of 
the same race. It is more easy to change one’s religion than 
to change one’s life. As I read of the joys and sorrows of the 
women portrayed in this novel, it was borne in upon me: that 
not merely in their lives but in many of their customs, manners 
and superstitions, they were own sisters to Hindus. The 
trials and tribulations through which a Muslim daughter, wife 
or widow passes, her hopes and fears, the social inhibitions 
which suppress her personality, are hardly different from those 
that affect the Hindus of the same sex. In submissiveness, in 
the spirit of resignation, and many other traits of passivity and 
self-abnegation, differences in religion do not seem to have led 
to diversity in conduct and character. 

‘I may be wrong but it strikes me that the Muslim men 
have diverged from the Hindu racial type to a far greater . 
extent than Muslim women. 

However, this story, so moving, so realistic like a French 
novel, yet free from whatever can offend the most delicate 
sensibility, mirroring characters, natural, unadorned, in all 


2 


their lights and shadows, does not lend itself to moralising. It 
is life, throbbing, pathetic, tragic, and burdens the heart too 
heavily to permit of detached thought. It is after one has 
finished the volume that one-awakens to deep indignation that 
such wrongs could be and a fervent hope of better conditions 
to be achieved. . 

Most Indian novels suffer from the reaction of the in- 
feriority complex induced by centuries of subjection to foreign 
rule and an instinctive desire to stand well in the estimation of 
Europeans. ‘There is in them a tendency to touch up, to gloss 
over, to interpret idealistically, to colour, to varnish and make 
of the ugliness marring our life a pale symbol of alleged 
spirituality. Mrs. Iqbalunnisa Hussain is utterly free from this 
weakness. Either she is too proud to conceal and cover up, 
which I don’t think is the case; or she has the French gift of 
sober objectivity and artistic realism. This is a very rare, 
refreshing and exceptional merit in an Indian novelist. But 
our authoress is no cynic, though one may detect a note of 
suppressed horror and disgust at the wretched levels of the 
lives lived by some of her co-religionists, the rich but uncul- 
tured mercantile community. Her heart is warm; her 
sympathy keen; her hopes of progress are not dead and cold. 
If she probes, it is to cure. 

This same aspect appeals differently to a Tagorean like 
Mr. Gopala Reddi—" The ordinary and the obvious have 
come to us in the form of a story and have an effective 
appeal to our hearts. The familiar clothed in the garb of 
fancy has its own sweetness. Thus the novel is simple and 
sweet.” And now comes the Tagorean demurrer—‘ There is 
nothing mighty about it. There are no whirls of depressed 
feelings nor tempests of excited emotions. We do not find the 
solemnity of depths with loftiness of heights. It has not the 
romance of a hill brook. It is just a shallow-watered stream 
of the plains, useful and lucid.” This, in my opinion, is 
exactly what will give Mrs. Iqbalunnisa Hussain’s Purdahk 
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and Polygamy a very high and honoured place in Indo- 
Anglian literature. 

Mr. B. Muthuswami of the Department of English in the 
Andhra University thus wrote after reading the book at my 
instance—‘In this book, almost for the first time, true Purdah 
life is depicted with utter realism.” 

Mrs. Iqbalunnisa Hussain has written this in English, a 
medium foreign to her. Yet her English, as far as another 
person like myself, to whom also the language is foreign, can 
judge, is simple, clear, correct and flows smooth and natural. 
She conveys her meaning both with power and with accuracy. 
But here and there the structure and the idiom may strike the 
English ear as strange, outlandish. Occasionally she translates 
the Urdu or Kannada idiom into literal English producing 
effects which are naive. But is this a defect? Does it nat 
rather add to the faithfulness of the picture and make her 
narrative more natural and appealing? I have read some 
excellent novels in English by Japanese and Chinese writers. 
Their very deviations from standard English very often 
constitute an additional charm. The same may be said of the 
style of Mrs. Iqbalunnisa Hussain. 


ANDHRA UNIVERSITY, 
GUNTUR, C. R. REDDY 


12th August 1944, 


CHAPTER I 


Dilkusha was an imposing building, standing in the 
heart of a city. It commanded respect and awe, if premises 
have any such effect, among the neighbouring shops, restau- 
rants, cafes and hotels. Its high blind walls made a stranger 
take it for an unguarded jail, and literally it was so for its 
women folk. Dilkusha was divided by a high wall witha 
wicket gate into two houses and these faced opposite roads. 
The one opening on the high road was rented. The other 
was a peculiar one like its inhabitants. It consisted of a 
square courtyard surrounded by eight rooms, two on each 
side with a bath-room. All these rooms received light through 
a ventilator or a glass-tile in their ceiling. The only window 
that each room had opened on the courtyard, and so also 
the doors. : : 

Umar, the owner, had let three of the sides and in the 
fourth he himself lived. In the absence of the male members 
the women of all the four families spent their time in the com- 
mon courtyard. They ate, talked and worked together till the 
men began coming heme in the evening. There was only 
one common door leading to the road, so all the males while 
going out or coming in had to give an alarm tothe women of 
the other families. This was done by shouting three times the 
word ‘‘Gosha”. One can imagine the plight of the women 
who had to run in and shut the doors and windows of their 
cottages before the word was said thrice. The presence of 
men at home meant the desertion of the yard which was their 
only source of light and fresh air. : 
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Umar was a Jageerdar (landlord). God had blessed him 
with a large family of nine children, The Creator proposes 
but man disposes where the principles of health are concern- 
ed. Lack of knowledge of child rearing had reduced the 
number to two. The poor man in spite of all his sincere 
efforts to serve his country was left with a daughter and a 
son, Kabeer. 

Umar was very careful with his money. In fact the 
ancestral property had increased during his regime. He 
economised in all his expenses, abstained from polygamy, 
rented out every possible space. He knew well that 
women being unreasonable creatures could not be trusted 
in money matters. He himself bought all that was necessary 
for the house. His wife’s clothes were purchased once a year 
in Ramzan, when he bought them in the way of Zakath for 
the poor. She needed no money because she never went out 
of the four walls of the house. No vendor was allowed near 
the house. He often said ‘‘No virtuous woman will step out 
of the house and will see no third person.” Cinemas she had 
never seen, Arrangements for visiting religious places and 
picnics were made by the members of the other three families, 
but Umar neither participated nor allowed her to join them. 
When they left on such a journey he said to her ‘‘ There is 
none equal to you in virtue, modesty and obedience.”’ 

He had made it a point not to eat anything cooked by a 
servant. No male servant was allowed into the house. There 
was never more than one woman servant, who did the wash- 
ing and cleaning. The duty of a housewife is to see that the 
food is well cooked and her husband comforted. To feed the 
brute in him she cooked every meal herself. When he said 
‘‘T had my food to my entire satisfaction,” Zuhra, with an 
expression of pride and joy, replied, ‘‘I did my duty to the 
crown of my head for whose happiness nothing in this world 
will be spared.” 

The property and the estate had been in the family for 
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the last three generations. Their loss would mean a great 
disgrace to the great-grandfather who had been a minister 
and Nawab. This fear kept all the successive heirs on 
tenterhooks. They had adopted a policy of all care and no 
expense. Umar was even more economical than his predeces- 
sors. The great trust had to be left to his only son, so no 
care in bringing him up to be a worthy heir was overlooked. 
He knew the old saying, ‘‘Spare the rod and spoil the child.” 
Corporal punishment was not an uncommon thing in the 
house. Whenever the blows were severe and needed plaster- 
ing for days, Umar dropped a few parental tears. But the 
next time he transgressed Kabeer got his beating just the 
same. To justify himself Umar said ‘“‘Iamnothisenemy. I 
want to see him the best and the most worthy successor 
of mine.” He not only watched Kabeer’s movements himself 
but engaged detectives. 

Kabeer was given religious education at home by a 
Mullah. After performing, very grandly, the school-going 
ceremony he was sent to a Madrasa (Grammar School) to 
teach him reading and writing Urdu. Kabeer had a natural 
aversion for confining himself in the four walls of a classroom, 
consequently he was often given a thrashing and on the plea of 
a headache or a stomach-ache he often stayed away. The 
parents’ love for their only son was his protection. Alarmed 
at his supposed symptoms they permitted him stay in bed. 
After some time if Kabeer showed an inclination to play, his 
mother was very careful not to allow his father to see him. 
She did not believe in the child’s going to school every day. 
She was of opinion that there was not much to learn. A boy 
who could consume four heavy loads of food a day could 
easily contain that of a book. Once or twice a week he went 
to school. The rest of the days he left home with his books 
and after hiding them in the big gutter near the house he 
played marbles with the scamps of the locality till lunch time. 
If the afternoon was clear his companions planned an excur- 
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sion to a neighbouring forest or orchard. But information of 
his movements reached home before his return. The evening 
brought him a flogging. 

Umar fed and clothed Kabeer, but the boy needed money 
for his harmless enjoyments. How could he get it? The 
only way was to ask his father. One morning he went to his 
father’s room and standing behind the door said “I want 
some money,” This impertinent demand gave Umar the 
shock of his life. His needs, but for the modest eating and 
clothing, were few. He could not imagine how his son could 
be otherwise. For a minute he did not speak. Then con- 
trolling his emotion he said, ‘‘you will never keep the pro- 
perty safe with your extravagant habits. Why do you want 
money? When I was of your age I did not know how to 
spend even a copper coin which stayed for months in my 
pocket.”’ 

This gentle treatment was unexpected. Kabeer had 
gone to him to face a tyrant. For a time the boy gave up 
the idea of money. But only for atime. Soon he was at it 
again. The fair means of asking for pocket money having 
failed he demanded it on the pretext of school subscriptions. 
The amount was given to one of the servants to be paid to 
the party concerned. This did not dishearten Kabeer. He 
invented an imaginary society and as usual he stood before 
his father dejected and pressed with the overwhelming idea 
of asking money. The father knew his son’s motive and 
made up his mind to put an end to such unnatural demands. 

“ Why are you standing like a criminal? What do you 
want ?” he raved. 

The sudden burst of anger froze Kabeer. He forgot all 
the bright ideas he wanted to express. 

“The students have formed a junior league. Ali mem- 
bers have to pay ten rupees each,” he stammered. 

‘“‘ Nobody in the world has heard of such an exorbitant 
donation paid by a student.” 


‘‘ They call me Nawab Sahib and say my donation should 
lead the rest.” 

‘They know you are the biggest fool. All idiots are 
flattered in that way. Resign your membership. It matters 
nothing if they call you a beggar.” 

Saying these words Umar went out of the room. After a 
moment’s thought he called his trustworthy servant and gave 
him a rupee to be given to the secretary of the junior league. 
No such organisation could be discovered. The father’s 
anger knew no bounds. Kabeer was questioned and severely 
punished. 

Need is the mother of schemes. Adolescence is the 
reservoir of designs; growing energy produces an abundant 
supply of them. Kabeer waited for hours for his father to 
leave his room. False keys were used to open the safe and 
his needs were satisfied. Sometimes the knitted bag of money 
looked small to Umar, but no one dared open it. 

When Umar was bedridden with a cancer, the royal 
disease, there was no chance for such an enterprise. The 
mother found articles from the household missing. The 
woman servant was blamed and chastised. Who could 
suspect the heir to the family throne? Sometimes Kabeer 
himself solved the problem. He said that it was used by him 
and left in haste outside the house where there were swarms 
of beggars. At other times he said that he had lent it toa 
friend, but the article never made its appearance in the house. 

Nature had dealt a heavy blow not only to Umar’s off- 
spring but also to his aspirations. His long-cherished hope 
of increasing the family wealth at any cost was shattered. 
For no fault of his he suffered from a cancer and was in bed 
for years. Thanks to the efforts of the Hakeem his death 
was delayed. Umar hated doctors and their fantastic theory 
of operation, and always preferred physicians who charged 
no fees for their visits. When his condition was serious a 
friend suggested the name of a famous surgeon who was wel 
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known for the treatment of cancer. Unfortunately the man 
used to charge about five hundred rupees per patient. After 
hearing all about him Umar said, “Pooh! greed is personi- 
fied in the wretched man. Selfishness in a physician is a 
curse. Sympathy is a great healer. If death is to come it 
will come anyway.” 

The icy hand of death is gentle on the poor. It is torture 
ontherich. As a true Muslim Umar expressed his indifference 
to passing this sojourn happily, but in his heart of hearts a 
deadly struggle went on between two ideas, whether to get 
treated by the surgeon or be content with his destiny. The 
latter carried the day. 

Expectation of his premature death made him hurry 
over the wedding of his daughter. One day in despair he 
said to his wife, ‘It is the will of God that I should die leav- 
ing a big responsibility on your shoulders. It is my desire 
to get Jamila married in my presence and thus lessen the 
burden on you.” 

The girl was only twelve years old. Although the mother 
had started to gather jewels and clothes in readiness she 
could not think it right that the marriage should take place 
ina hurry. There was no suitable man in view. It means 
a disgrace and giving room to scandal to send an offer from 
the girl’s parents. But it had to be performed in the lifetime 
of the father or else there was no possibility of securing a 
husband in a good position for her. Theson of Umar’s 
brother was considered a worthless suitor when Umar was 
healthy. Zuhra, his wife, hated the young man for more than 
one reason. But the urgency of the matter made them send 
for Umar’s brother and settle it. The marriage took place 
within a week. As a devoted husband and loving father 
Umar made his Will. Zuhra was made the guardian of 
Kabeer who was only sixteen years old. To tell the truth he 
had no confidence in either—the wife because of her un- 
reasonableness, or the son who had displayed such evident 
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signs of extravagance. In view of his own relations, who 
would have squandered all his wealth but for the Will, the 
lesser evil was given preference. 

Umar’s condition grew worse day by day. The famous 
doctor was sent for but he refused to take up the case. 
Kabeer stopped going to school as there was a reasonable 
excuse. He stayed at home and looked after his father. The 
illness had changed him and the helplessness made him 
kinder. His severe authoritativeness was replaced by gentle- 
ness of manner and sympathy for his wife and son. The 
father’s changed attitude and behaviour drew out a response 
in Kabeer. A sense of responsibility took root. He heard 
the father’s instructions and preaching with interest. They 
began to have one mind. Kabeer came to know of the 
exact amount of cash and other investments in various 
lucrative items. Umar on his death bed achieved the object 
of his life for which he had struggled so hard. Death 
separated them as good friends. 


CHAPTER II 


Messages were sent to the relatives living in the city and 
telegrams to those out of it. Early morning trains brought 
swarms of them. Deaths, births, and marriages are events of 
great excitement and bring hundreds of womenfolk together. 
People who do not know a certain family can make a volun- 
tary acquaintance on such occasions on the plea of human 
sympathy. 

Zuhra fainted when she knew that her husband was dead. 
Her mother and sister who lived in the same city had come a 
few minutes before Umar passed away. They looked after 
her and her belongings. A death affords a good chance to 
the poor to get away with portable articles which can be 
hidden under the full-size veil. All big and small things were 
locked up in a Jumber room. They were wholeheartedly her 
sympathisers. The neighbours had to send food to the house 
of calamity. The days of such consideration vary, but three 
days at least the bereaved family should be free from the 
worry of cooking. Luckily the three families, the tenants, 
agreed among themselves to feed the family a day each. 

The dead body of Umar after washing and shrouding 
was kept in the common courtyard to enable hundreds of 
visitors to have their last look at him. All those who visited 
them that day had to be invited to the funeral dinners on the 
7th, 10th, 20th and 40th days. 

After the men finished their visits the doors were closed. 
The near and dear women relatives who did not observe 
purdah in front of him were asked to see the deceased. After 
alla man is a man even dead, and purdah before him is 
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essential. The saddest ceremony in Zuhra’s life had to take 
place before the dead body was taken for burial. Neither the 
mother had the heart to doit nor the married sister. No 
woman with her husband living dared invite the calamity 
upon herself with open eyes. Umar’s widowed sister came to 
Zuhra, an invalid who being aware of the dreadful ceremony 
began to sob, which made ajl the women shed sympathetic 
tears. There was a loud cry by thenearest relations. Umar’s 
sister did not care for the general wailing ; she had_to do her 
duty. Holding up Zuhra’s arm she made her stand. She 
could not do it. The great strain of nursing for years and 
the shock of his death had made her lifeless. Another old 
widow rushed to help her. In between them she had to walk 
to the dead body. When Zuhra was nearing the dead man 
she felt her sorrow uncontrollable. 

“Don’t make mea dark spot on the radiant world of 
womanhood ! Kill me here and bury me here with him !”’ 

An avalanche of indignant shouts burst on her from 
numerous ladies: ‘‘ You get what you deserve. You cannot 
go against God’s will.” 

‘‘ She will be a curse, a thing to be hated among women 
all her life,” said others. ‘If you were lucky you would 
have died before him. He would have made you the queen 
of the day,” said a kinder woman. 

Naturally such bitter remarks touched her sympathisers 
to the quick. They retaliated. 

“This day is seen by hundreds. You are not alone in 
the sinking ship.” 

‘Think of other widows who are in a more miserable 
condition. Be brave, face the wrath of God with the same 
spirit as you do his favour.” 

But even the well-wishers spoke from a distance. 

The two unsympathetic supporters of Zuhra had to do 
their duty quickly. They pushed her forward between them. 
Her sobs were converted into loud weeping. 
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“Don’t for God’s sake pull my arms. They are aching. 
I don’t want to live. For whom have I to live?” said Zuhra, 
frantically struggling. The hold on her arms was tightened. 

‘Oh kill me! My life will be worse than death. What 
-interest have I in the world? Who will be my supporter? 
Oh God, the world is dark to me.” 

Umar’s sister who was holding the arm lost her temper. 
“ Whatever one gets is in return for what one does. You 
must have made his life unhappy, and must have disobeyed 
him, so you are bearing the consequences of his curse. 
Behave yourself in acknowledgment of your evil doings.”’ 

A desperate condition of mind breeds imagination and 
recollection. ‘‘I had no sleep, no rest, no peace of mind, and 
converted my nights into days, yet I deserve this. Is there 
justice in the world?” she said still weeping. 

Such desperate expressions by the helpless daughter put 
courage in the heart of the mother. She came near to con- 
sole Zuhra, and holding her to her breast said, ‘ Don’t lose 
heart. You are judged now. Your son will be your helper 
and protector. You have to live and do a double duty for 
him.” 

On the approach of her mother Zuhra’s grief knew no 
bounds. She entreated her not to make her a widow, but the 
mother could not help her. The ceremony had to be 
performed. So they brought her to the dead man. She 
screamed when she saw him in the shroud and said, “Oh 
heaven! what a condition he is in! I cannot bear to see him 
dead. Leave me. I shall kill myself and be buried with 
him,” 

Umar’s sister, who believed that Zuhra had been the 
cause of her brother’s death, indignantly said, ‘‘ Don’t pretend 
by saying that you want to kill yourself. You killed him all 
right,” and with force she made her squat near the corpse 
and commanded the mother to leave her in her charge. 

“Bring a stone,” shouted Umar’s sister. It was given. 
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She broke the bangles from both the hands of the weeping 
Zuhra, then she pulled and threw the Latcha (black beads), 
the token of marriage, near the corpse, and removed the 
jewels and handed them over to a reliable widow relation. 
‘Bring a sheet,” she shouted. Zuhra’s sister had brought a 
white dress (sari and blouse) for the occasion and sent it with 
someone. Zuhra was clothed and her coloured dress was 
taken and thrown near the dead body. 

One of the experienced women said ‘Cover her face; 
let it not be seen by suhagans (married women).” ‘‘ Wash 
her face before you bring her inside the house,’’ cried another. 
‘‘Oh goodness, it ought to have been done before putting 
on the widow-clothes,”’ said someone else. 

“One forgets what and how it is to be done because of 
the way she behaves. She is not ashamed of having caused 
the catastrophe; on the other hand she is howling and 
thinking of her own wretched self as if it is worth an atom. 
Shall I undress her, washing her face and then put on the 
clothes?” asked Umar’s sister. 

‘‘No, no, to put on the widow-dress twice means making 
her a widow twice,” said one of the onlookers. 

‘‘ Rven if she is not made a widow twice, the curse wil 
fall on someone else,’ cried another. 

It was decided that she should not be made a widow 
twice, nor to let the catastrophe fall on some innocent being, 
so she was taken back in the same way. She was not allowed 
to touch the corpse for fear of polluting it. They brought 
the reluctant creature away by force and laid her on her bed. 

The thousands of men waiting outside for the women to 
make room were agitated. It was Friday, and the body had 
to be taken to the mosque before 1 o’clock. Umar had been 
lucky even in his death. His death on Friday meant an easy 
salvation which made others envy his fortune. The news 
that the men were coming in made the members of the 
opposite sex hide themselves in rooms. But they could not 
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help peeping through the windows and doors, fo see how the 
dead body was carried away. They were sure of their not 
being seen by the men. Even supposing they happened to 
see some women peeping no one could say who was who. 
The rooms were not enough to accommodate all. Some of 
the brave ladies sat down in the courtyard and shouted, 
“‘ Give us a sheet.” 

It was searched for and given. Two old women beggars 
held the corners of the sheet. Thus it separated the women 
from the men in a corner of the open place. A second 
general wailing was started when the corpse was taken out. 
All women excepting the new widow came out to wash their 
faces and hands. The friends waited till the men returned 
from the burial ground and departed. 

The relatives could not leave the place so soon. The 
near and dear ones coming from distant towns made up their 
minds to stay for forty days. They had to take part in 
various funeral ceremonies, and console the bereaved party. 

The seventh day ceremony cameon. “ Do everything 
very grandly to keep up his name and fame,” said Umar’s sister. 

_ “T have invited for dinner about five hundred people,” 
said Umar’s brother. 

‘Were there only five hundred visitors that day ?” asked 
the sister. : 

‘‘There were more than a thousand,” was the reply. 

“It looks mean and insulting if all of them are not 
invited for all the functions. In what way are the survivors 
going to show their regard for the man who left untold 
wealth ?”’ said the sister. 

“Ask his wife if she has no objection to what you say. I 
shall do it with pleasure,” said the brother, who knew that 
without Zuhra’s signature no money could be drawn from the 
bank. Kabeer went to his mother who was in bed and said, 
“Uncle wants to know if all the visitors have to be invited 
for all the functions or a part of them for each.” _ 
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Zuhra could not yet think of her position. ‘“ Let them 
do anything they like. As for the expenses he has left 
enough.” 

The reply satisfied all the organisers. The amount for 
each function was Calculated. 

‘’We have to make the dishes he liked the best,” said 
his sister. ‘‘ What about the clothes to be given to beggars?” 
said someone. . 

“They have to be clothed well or else the poor man will 
be seen naked in our dreams,”’ said the sister. 

This ingenious idea gave birth to a new problem: 
whether ordinary clothes were to be given to many beggars 
or a costly set to one. 

“Whatever you give you will see him in it,” said the 
sister. 

“Then let it be a costly dress. Who will not be pleased 
to see him in a grand dress? He will look as if he was 
alive,” said the cousin widow. After some discussion it was 
decided that at the other functions ordinary clothes were to 
be given and on the fortieth day costly ones. 

The fortieth day came. It had to be the grandest 
possible function. Many expensive dishes liked by Umar 
were prepared and the costly dress with gold embroidery was 
got made. It was arranged in a tray to keep ready for the 
night. , 

“No one will give such a grand dress to a beggar. No 
beggar will wear it. He will sell it and make money,” said 
the nephew of the deceased. 

Kabeer was dissatisfied with all the extravagance, the 
daily expenses of maintaining five extra families and his 
mother’s neutral policy. 
| “It was made for a Fakir,” said Kabeer. ‘“ Let him have 
it. Why unnecessary discussion over a subject decided long 

ago? ” ; 

“The idea behind giving the clothes is just to part with 
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help peeping through the windows and doors, to see how the 
dead body was carried away. They were sure of their not 
being seen by the men. Even supposing they happened to 
see some women peeping no one could say who was who. 
The rooms were not enough to accommodate all. Some of 
the brave ladies sat down in the courtyard and shouted, 
‘' Give us a sheet.” 

It was searched for and given. Two old women beggars 
held the corners of the sheet. Thus it separated the women 
from the men in a corner of the open place. A second 
general wailing was started when the corpse was taken out. 
All women excepting the new widow came out to wash their 
faces and hands. The friends waited till the men returned 
from the burial ground and departed. 

The relatives could not leave the place so soon. The 
near and dear ones coming from distant towns made up their 
minds to stay for forty days. They had to take part in 
various funeral ceremonies, and console the bereaved party. 

The seventh day ceremony cameon. ‘ Do everything 
very grandly to keep up his name and fame,” said Umar’s sister. 

_ “T have invited for dinner about five hundred people,” 
said Umar’s brother. 

‘Were there only five hundred visitors that day ?” asked 
the sister. : . 

‘‘There were more than a thousand,” was the reply. 

“Tt looks mean and insulting if all of them are not 
invited for all the functions. In what way are the survivors 
going to show their regard for the man who left untold 
wealth ?”’ said the sister. 

“ Ask his wife if she has no objection to what you say. I 
shall do it with pleasure,” said the brother, who knew that 
without Zuhra’s signature no money could be drawn from the 
bank. Kabeer went to his mother who was in bed and said, 
“Uncle wants to know if all the visitors have to be invited 
for all the functions or a part of them for each.” _ 
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Zuhbra could not yet think of her position. ‘“ Let them 
do anything they like. As for the expenses he has left 
enough.” 

The reply satisfied all the organisers. The amount for 
each function was calculated. 

“We have to make the dishes he liked the best,” said 
his sister. ‘‘ What about the clothes to be given to beggars?” 
said someone. . 

“They have to be clothed well or else the poor man will 
be seen naked in our dreams,” said the sister. 

This ingenious idea gave birth to a new problem: 
whether ordinary clothes were to be given to many beggars 
or a costly set to one. 

“Whatever you give you will see him in it,” said the 
sister. 

“Then let it be a costly dress. Who will not be pleased 
tosee him in a grand dress? He will look as if he was 
alive,’’ said the cousin widow. After some discussion it was 
decided that at the other functions ordinary clothes were to 
be given and on the fortieth day costly ones. 

The fortieth day canie. It had to be the grandest 
possible function. Many expensive dishes liked by Umar 
were prepared and the costly dress with gold embroidery was 
got made. It was arranged in a tray to keep ready for the 
night. : 

“No one will give such a grand dress to a beggar. No 
beggar will wear it. He will sell it and make money,” said 
the nephew of the deceased. 

Kabeer was dissatisfied with all the extravagance, the 
daily expenses of maintaining five extra families and his 
mother’s neutral policy. 

“Tt was made for a Fakir,” said Kabeer. ‘Let him have 
it. Why unnecessary discussion over a subject decided long 
ago?” 

“The idea behind giving the clothes is just to part with 
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them in the name of the dead man. It means the same even 
if it is given to a poor relation. Nazeer is getting married 
soon. It will suit him and will make a grand bridegroom’s 
dress,” said the cousin. 

The suggestion, as it was unselfish and useful, was 
unanimously supported. The prospective bridegroom was 
sent for and the dress was handed over to him after the 
Fathaha (prayer for the salvation of the soul). 

The ladies who stayed for all these days did full justice 
to their sojourn. They helped, consoled and made them 
forget their sorrow. The motive of all of them was noble 
but the methods of carrying it out differed. 

“What is the life of a woman after her husband? A 
woman lives for him and him alone. His death should mean 
the death of all her desires, comfort and happiness. Even 
the dog's are shown better consideration,” said one. 

Once Kabeer was with his mother and heard someone 
saying, ‘A widow has to be conscious of her sin in causing 
the death of her husband in thought, word and deed. She 
should avoid being present at happy events and not try to 
make others miserable.” 

‘‘My mother is different from other widows. I shall 
allow her to do anything she likes without caring for the ill 
talk,” said Kabeer. 

Umar’s sister, who was more tolerant to her nephew than 
to his mother, said “You can allow her to do things after a 
long time, but now both of you should be very careful in what 
you do. So long as there is life in us we have to care for the 
opinion of others.” 

The death of Umar had made Zuhra weak. Any mention 
of her husband or of her future wretched life made her shed 
tears for hours. Some of the guests were sincere and made 
a great fuss over her, attending to her needs in bed; some 
consoled her. 

‘God has chosen two extremes in writing your fate. 


One in giving you the best husband who sacrificed everything 
for you, and the other in making you the most unlucky in his 
loss. He has left money for you, but what is it? It does 
not give you happiness, respect and licence to take part in 
social activities.”’ 

‘“‘He was very good to me. I was lucky in having him,” 
sobbed Zuhra. 

“You didn’t deserve the boon,” said one. 

‘‘Tf committing suicide was not a sinI would have done 
it long ago. The thought and the welfare of Kabeer prevent 
me. Oh, my son, who will take care of him? He will lose 
both father and mother,” cried Zuhra. 

The over-crowded house, the seclusion, the constant 
taunts, the direct and indirect condemnation of widowhood 
and the frugal food—she being afraid of looking healthy— 
had made Zuhra pale and haggard. She could not sit or 
stand by herself. One day Kabeer took her to the courtyard 
for fresh air. She felt better while sitting there. Her sister- 
in-law rushed to the place and said, ‘‘ What will people say if 
they see you here? They will say that you were just want- 
ing his death to be free. No widow will leave seclusion 
before four months and ten days. You are giving room to 
scandal. Even the servant will call you immoral.” 

‘* Kabeer brought me here against my will. I am con- 
scious of it,’”’ said Zuhra. 

“You should use your discretion. If yoa listen to 
children where is the difference between inexperienced boys 
and you? Unless you try to be careful in what you do and 
say I am afraid you will bring disgrace to the family,” said 
the sister-in-law rudely. 

Days had passed since she had combed her air. She 
had a constant headache. She asked someone for oil, and a 
comb. When it was taken Umar’s sister said, ‘‘ You are not 
making her a bride?” 

The relations after performing the fortieth day funeral 
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ceremony, and having exhausted all the cash in various 
banks, left one by one reluctantly. Thanks to the deceased 
the Will was made and the property could not be sold before 
Kabeer reached his majority. This was well known to the 
male relatives. 

Kabeer felt a great relief when the last family left. He 
did not ask anyone to stay behind ‘and keep his mother com- 
pany. He knew that he could do it better and make her 
forget her grief. The sense of responsibility had opened his 
eyes. Position in one’s life works miraculously. He shunned 
his old friends and was the constant companion of his weep- 
ing mother. 

‘Don’t make your life miserable in my company, 
Kabeer,” she said once. 

“Your company gives me all that I need. You are to 
me both father and mother,” said he. 

“You will be hopelessly disappointed in your expecta- 
tions. Noone will take his place. You lost in him every- 
thing in the world,” said she sympathetically. 

Kabeer did not approve of her sentimentality. He felt 
that he was better able to look after himself. The sense of 
dependency had always been a cause of dissatisfaction to 
him, He was at liberty to spend and do what he liked, yet he 
did not exceed his privileges. His thoughts were turning 
towards the affairs of the estate. He had a sympathetic 
adviser in his mother. 

‘‘ Both of us are equally afflicted. Let us feel the pang 
together. I would sacrifice my life to make you happy and 
comfortable,” he said with tears in his eyes. 

“God bless you and give you long life, my supporter,” 
she said equally grieved, 

Gradually he began to take an interest in outdoor affairs. 
All this time Umar's trusted servants and agents had 
managed the estate. He consulted his mother regarding the 
rent, interest and correspondence. He found her suggestions 


useful, This diverted her mind from the shock which seemed 
unbearable. They determined to keep aloof from their 
relatives. They felt that they were happier without their 
interference. 

In a very short time he made the tenants, the staff and 
the people believe that he was sympathetic and lenient in his 
dealings. His generosity brought him more friends, and 
representatives of various associations for donations. His 
religious teaching had its effect. The Pears and the pre- 
vileged demagogues whose high birth rules mankind were 
often invited. They were fed for days and given gifts 
to enable them to carry out their noble professions. No other 
method of propaganda to make a name for himself was needed. 
People began to talk of him as a rich and great man. His 
numerous visitors made it necessary to vacate the other part 
of Dilkusha which had been let during his father’s time. 

The wealth seemed to have an outlet, but what is money 
for if not to live happily and comfortably ? was the thought of 
both the mother and the son. 
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CHAPTER III 


Kabeer’s attempts to keep his mother engaged in estate 
affairs were not very successful. In spite of his interest in 
her she stole a few hours a day for mourning. She kept 
awake very late in the night. She did not feel quite fit to 
take to domestic duties. Sitting near the fire cooking made 
her restless. She often said, ‘I don’t know what has 
happened to me. I am not the same person after his death.” 
‘The lifelong hard and selfless work had created a craving for 
well-earned rest, After the relations’ departure the maid- 
servant,: expecting higher wages as cook, took to it and forced 
her mistress to stay in bed. 

Kabeer seemed to care more for quantity than quality. 
It is a blessing in man which makes the work of a woman 
easy. The mental sufferings, which in the case of the mother 
amounted to physical pains, in his case hdd just the opposite 
effect. He looked round and overfed. The unnecessary 
flesh all over the body and specially on his cheeks, chin and 
breast made him look older than his age. 

Thanks to the costly dress they had given Nazeer, the 
second cousin of Kabeer, he became their ever-grateful 
supporter. He often visited them and cheered them up by 
his conversation. Indisposition on account of indigestion was 
the disease Kabeer often suffered with. Nazeer came one 
day when Kabeer was unwell and said, ‘You need half 
rationing and exercise. Get yourself weighed.” 

“Nothing of the kind. Weighing and measuring reduce 
one’s span of life,” said Zuhra. 

“He is too fat for his age and height. I think he is only 


five foot five, but his weight ‘is not less than fourteen 
stone.” 

“Don’t cast eyes on him. He is just nice. Everything 
in him is equally balanced. He will look consumptive if he 
is reduced.” 

“He is still in his ’teens but he looks like a man of 
middle age,’’ said Nazeer. 

“T am nineteen now,” interrupted Kabeer. 

“His body is bulky but not strong,” said Zuhra. 

Exercise will make him strong.” 

“He is busy from morning to night with visitors and the 
estate affairs. Is that not enough exercise?” 

Nazeer knew that Zuhra’s point had only one side. No 
one could convince her against her conviction. Those who 
argued with her were called cranks. He could not break his 
friendship with her. As a safeguard it was better to pocket 
the insult and be a hypocrite. 

“When will you give us the pulao (a rich preparation 
with rice and meat) of your marriage?” said Nazeer. 

“You can have it to-day for lunch. We have prepared 
it.” 

‘‘T want not the ordinary one but the marriage pulao.” 

‘What difference does it make? You can imagine that 
you ate it.” 

‘It makes a world of difference in taste,”’ said Zuhra. 

“Because it is cooked in large quantity, the taste 
differs,’”’ said Nazeer. 

“Not only that; the name attached to it increases or 
decreases the taste. The pulao made at the funeral ceremonies 
tastes bitter,’’ said Zuhra. 

“You mean the one made on the fortieth day. Naturally 
it tasted bitter because you were sad that day,” said 
Nazeer. 

‘That is not the only time. I have experienced it on 
several] occasions,” 
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“You may be right, but it makes no difference to me,” 
said Nazeer humorously. 

Whatever was the idea of talking about Kabeer’s 
marriage, Zuhra’s mind began to work in that direction. 
She felt that she had not done a mother’s duty. She had 
neglected him and had left him to be satisfied with the cook’s 
preparations. Why should he suffer on account of her? No, 
it was unjust. She must get him married and transfer her 
responsibility to younger shoulders. 

“You have to help him to settle down in life. How 
can he get himself married without the help of his elders?” 

“Your agent Mustafa isa good matchmaker. I shall 
speak to him about it.”’ 

Kabeer felt uneasy when talk of his marriage was going 
on. He left the room. 

‘‘ Have you any particular girl in view ?”? asked Nazeer, 

“What do I know about the people and the girls here ?” 

“I shall come some other day to see Mustafa,” said 
Nazeer. He had his food and left. 

Zuhra was a person who would never allow the grass to 
grow under her feet. She knew that the sister of her cook 
was a good matchmaker and the matter could be decided 
quicker through her. If she had to depend upon Mustafa she 
could not do it directly. She needed the help of a third 
person. Nazeer was not a daily visitor. The same evening 
while helping the cook to peel the vegetables she said, 
‘‘ What does your sister Zainab Bi do ?” 

“ Her work is quite different from mine. She earns ten 
times more than I do, yet it is easy work. No grumbling.” 

Zuhra felt the hint. Her cook was hard-worked and low- 
paid. She would steal things but they were not counted. 
She could not be rude to her. A lot was expected from her, 
and through her. 

‘“‘ Does she know many people here?” 

“‘ She knows almost everyone. She rarely stays at home 
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during the day. During the time of weddings even her 
nights are engaged. She is popular both among the rich 
and the poor.” 

“What does she get from the poor except a plate of 
pulao?”’ 

“She fixes up her fees before deciding the matter. If the 
girl is poor she tries to get her married to a rich man and 
takes double from him.” 

‘No rich man will marry into a poor family.” 

“Why not? What does a polygamist need but a girl ? 
If the girl is beautiful her fee jumps up to hundreds. She is 
in touch and keeps an eye on every young man and never 
lets an opportunity slip.” 

‘“‘ Has she been successful in her profession ? ” 

‘‘ Sometimes the marriages arranged by her come to an 
unhappy ending. Then she effects a reconciliation between 
the parties concerned. But such cases are rare.” 

“‘ Ask her to see me to-morrow,’’ said Zuhra. 

‘Is it about Kabeer Miyan’s marriage? Itis high time 
you thought of it. You will lose him and the money if you 
don’t get him married soon.” =~ 

Zuhra’s pride was wounded. The cook could not under- 
stand her sorrow. The death of a husband meant nothing to 
her. These low class people care nothing for social talk. 
Their world is shallow and they live in the present. Her son 
was not a squanderer of money. The cook was insulting and 
condemning her son. But it was not the time to break with 
her. 

“There is time for everything. No one can perform a 
marriage unless and until the time comes for one’s marriage 
flowers to blossom. Even now we don’t know which day 
they will come out. No human hand can force it,” said 
Zuhra. 

“Yes, yes, you are quite right,” said the cook, and pro- 
mised to bring her sister the next morning. 
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Zainab Bi though illiterate was not uneducated. Her 
general knowledge and experience were wide. She could 
act boldly and could make her opponent take to her point of 
view without humiliating herself. Her success in her occu- 
pation had made her over-confident. She acted hypocritically 
till the question of her fee was decided. Then she could 
arrange a match in any house with any person. 

Zainab Bi was punctual and alert in spite of the super- 
fluous flesh all over her body. She was annoyed because no 
conveyance was sent and she had to plod. She always wore 
decent clothes, presented by the benefitted parties. On that 
day they were costlier than those of Zuhra. 

As soon as Zainab Bi entered the house Zuhra looked at 
her own clothes and felt self-conscious. ‘‘Never mind, I am 
in mourning,” she said to console herself. The visitor 
addressed Zuhra as an equal. 

“Did you want to see me?” 

“T am glad you could come.” 

“You were lucky I was available. People wait for 
months to catch me,” was the proud reply, which made 
Zuhra indignant. But she would undergo any insult to make 
her son happy. 

“T hope what you do will be lucky,” was the considerate 
reply. 

“There is no doubt about it. I never take responsibility 
if I am not sure of its success.” 

“Your sister knows my son well. He is a home 
bird.” 

“T have been keeping an eye on him, and waiting for 
this opportunity. Tell me whether you want a rich or a 
beautiful girl. I shall fix it up.” 

“He is my only son in whom all my desires are con- 
centrated. I want a girl both beautiful and rich. She must 
come from a well-known and respectable family. I have to 
be very careful in my choice. The criticism will be bitter if 
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Iam wrong. The same thing if it were done by the mastét 
would have been called a virtue,” said Zuhra. 

“You want high family, beauty and wealth. These 
things rarely go together. You being a rich person must 
be contented with beauty. There is one place where you can 
get all these three things. The father is very proud of his 
daughter and refuses proposals on the slightest excuse.” 

“Who are those people ?” 

“Doulath Khan, who lives in a mansion in the street 
named after him.” 

“Ts he not a Pathan?” 

“Yes, a better Muslim than all of us.” 

“But people object... .” 

“Your demands can’t be supplied in other houses. The 
girl is rich and beautiful and comes from a respectable 
family. Syeeds and Pathans are all human beings.”’ 

“It is a matter of destiny. No one can prevent their union 
if they are fated to each other. You try in other places too,” 
said Zuhra. 

Zuhra was known for her intuition, She could definitely 
say that a certain thing was possible. 

“Doulath Khan might have refused other offers but 
he will surely give his daughter to my son. This is his first 
marriage, he is a jageerdar and he has no dependents. A 
girl’s fate must have been written with golden letters to 
be destined his wife,” said Zuhra, emphatically. 

‘It depends upon them to say. She has had many 
offers but none of them was accepted.” 

‘This case is quite different. They will give their con- 
sent unhesitatingly.” 

“The offers I took were not of ordinary people. They 
were unmarried men, holding very high positions. They had 
promised me a hundred rupees each,” 

‘If it is your commission that makes you bargain I 
shall give you more if I am satisfied. After explaining to 
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them about Kabeer you fix a date for me to see the 
girl,” 

“They will not allow a widow to see her. You must 
send for your daughter.” 

‘“‘T know; you need not teach me. It’s more my concern 
than theirs. I shall be the greater loser in casting my 
shadow on my daughter-in-law,” said Zuhra dejectedly. 

As was expected the offer was welcomed in the houses 
of both the officials and non-officials. They were informed of 
the mother’s desire to see the girl. The dates had to be fixed. 


“Kabeer, write to Jamila’s husband to send her for a 
week,”’ said Zuhra. 

‘Her husband gets annoyed if we call her often. He 
has to ask his parents. It is not even six months since she 
went back.” 

“Tell him that I want her on some important affair.” 

Kabeer was surprised by his mother’s stern tone. He 
hesitated to ask her the cause. If it was about his marriage 
she would not tell him, nor would he be able to face it. 

‘““We must give him the reason, otherwise he will take 
it amiss.” 

“Whatever it is you can’t write. Just say that I want 
her.” 

Kabeer’s quick imagination guessed the truth. How 
could he ask her where it was and who was arranging it? 
Was it Nazeer? He hadn't turned up again after that visit. 
He left her not to create a suspicion or to show his anxiety 
in the matter. After some time he brought the short letter 
to read to her. 

“Yes, it is all right.” 

Jamila arrived and asked her brother, ‘‘ Why did Amma 
call me?” 

“How do I know? I know as much as you.” 

“It must be in connection with your marriage. Where 
has she fixed it up ?”’ 
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"T tell you I kdow iothing. I don’f think it is about 
that.” 

“Didn't you try to overhear her talk with others as 
you used to‘'do? After going home I shall let you know all 
about it.” 

“ Will you?” he said with a smile. 

‘What a shameless creature you are! Already in smiles.” 

“Before you know what it is you call me shameless 
as if you were not married,” said Kabeer, with a broad 
smile. 

Brother and sister arrived home from the station. 

“Was your husband angry with me ?”’ said Zuhra. 

“‘ He was worried not knowing the reason. He thought 
someone must be ill so he sent me immediately.” 

‘“Rubbish! When happy events are planned no ill 
thoughts should be contemplated.” 

Kabeer’s guess was confirmed. He left them to talk 
to their hearts’ content. The more time he gave them 
the more information he would get through Jamila. He 
didn’t go to them till bed time and then began his rounds 
to catch his sister alone, but in vain. 

“What do you want, Kabeer? Go and sleep, it is very 
late,” said Zuhra. 

“JT just came to drink water. Drinking a glass of 
water before going to bed gives me a good sleep.” 

“Don’t drink too much or you will catch cold,” 

Next day Zainab Bi was sent for to send word to 
different houses about their going to see the girl. Dates 
were fixed. There were three houses in the city itself and 
three outside. They had to go by train. The mother, 
the daughter and her two little ones, with Zainab Bi and 
Mustafa left home every morning and returned in the evening 
stuffed too much to eat any more. 

They took sweets, fruits and flowers ia abundance 
to enable the bride’s people to distribute them to all 
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their relations and friends. Both the bride’s and the 
bridegroom’s parties each had to create a good impression. 
on the other.: The bridegroom’s people had to create the 
first ioypression and the others had to make the people 
believe that their girl was given to a rich man. No 
economy would help to achieve this object. They took a 
costly jewel to every house but it never made an appearance. 
Presenting it to the bride meant the decision of the matter. 

After giving a grand tea or lunch to the bridegroom’s 
party and showing the girl, the eyes of every wellwisher of 
the bride were on Jamila’s hands to see if she was going to 
give any present. In the absence of such a consideration 
on the part of the bridegroom’s people the opposite party 
had to do the job. In one or two houses one hasty woman. 
said, ‘Is the girl accepted?” 

She is nice, there’s nothing wrong with her,” said the 
austere Zuhra froma distance. The bent head of the pro- 
spective bride with her closed eyes was lifted by Jamila to 
show her face to the mother who was standing in a corner. 

In another house a more curious woman said, ‘Is the 
girl liked? Then give her a present.” The poor woman 
didnot understand the dissatisfied attitude of the mother 
who had turned her face away after a glance at the carelessly 
created face of the girl. Zuhra said ‘The girl is pretty. 
I shall let you know of our decision in a day or two. If she 
is destined to my son none. will prevent their marriage.” 
But Zubra was thinking of getting out of the place as soon 
as possible. The ladies were shabbily dressed, and many 
street woman with their filthy clothes had crowded into the 
place, pushing Zuhra out of the door. The hospitality also 
was inadequate, cheap stuff from hotels. 

The day to goto Doulath Khan’s house came. Every- 
thing was done lavishly. They needed two extra cars to 
take the things. Their arrival at the bride’s house was a 
tumultuous scene. Everyone received them cordially and 
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tiiade a great fuss over them. The ladies were grand 
looking and sociable. A very expensive tea was served and 
many relations and friends did full justice to the generosity 
of Doulath Khan. What more could one want? 

The girl was brought. Jamila did her duty of face- 
showing to the anxious mother. Zuhra gave a sign to 
Jamila to present the necklace. The jewel which had 
escaped from all other houses at last had its day. The 
sign was welcomed by all the expectant bridal party. 
They were all in smiles. Jamila put the necklace round the 
girl’s neck and said, “She is Zulakha (unrivalled beauty) and 
needs no decoration. The jewel on the other hand feels its 
incapacity to do its work efficiently.” 

This high appreciation of the bride thrilled the hearts of 
all those who were keen on her marriage. Doulath Khan’s 
habit of finding faults in all the offers had greatly dissatisfied 
the ladies. They believed ‘in the saying that the first offer 
should never be refused. They passed congratulatory glances 
to one another and all in smiles applauded the appreciation. 

Jamila asked her mother to fix the date for the betrothal 
ceremony. ‘‘Ammajan, let it bé celebrated before I leave.” 

“You are so much excited at seeing your sister-in-law 
that you would like to take her with you this minute if they 
would permit you.” 

‘God bless them both. Let there grow everlasting love 
and friendship between them,” said the grandmother of the 
bride in approval of the mother’s statement. 

“Let the engagement be the day after to-morrow,” said 
Jamila. 

“How is that possible? It needs months for prepara- 
tion,” said the bride’s people. 

‘Let us have it next week at least. I can ask Jamila’s 
husband to prolong her visit for a week more,” said Zuhra. 

The ladies said that they had to ask their men. They 
would let them known about it the next day. 
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Kabeer was waiting as usual to catch his sister alone. 
The over-enthusiastic mother hardly left her alone till very 
late in the night. The question of her son’s marriage was to 
be decided. No effort, no thought could be spared. Any indi- 
fference might mean his unhappiness. She had to consult the 
soothsayers and know if his life with her was going to be long. 

Kabeer couldn’t wait any longer. He thought of trying 
his luck by mixing with them. He sat near his sister and 
described the day's activities. Neither the mother nor the 
sister could understand his motive. Their minds were 
occupied with the ensuing engagement. 

“Some people have been asking for the front building. 
They want it on a long lease,” said Kabeer. 

“Write a letter to Jamila’s husband asking him to allow 
her to stay for ten days more,” said Zuhra. 

“Shall I let the building ?”’ 

“T want the services of Mustafa for some days more 
for our work.” 

“I shall do both,” said Kabeer, disappointed by their 
distraught attitude. 

Mustafa was asked through the cook to bring jewels and 
clothes to be bought for the betrothal ceremony. A big 
bundle of gold embroidery and gold-threaded saries and 
blouses was brought for selection. The cook brought it to 
Zuhra. 

‘‘Jamila, come and open the bundle,” shouted Zuhra. 
Jamila was busy with her infant who had been neglected 
during all the days of tumult. 

‘“‘Come soon, give the baby to the cook,” she shouted 
again. 

Jamila left the crying child and ran to her mother. 

‘Open it and show me the different saries. Yes, the one 
in your left hand is nice. Unfold it, let me see the design 
inside. That is right. Keep it apart. Tie up the bundle. 
Tell the cook to ask Mustafa to buy it.” 
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The same process went on with jewels and other 
presents. The day for the ceremony came. Mother and 
sister with an army of more distant relatives went to the 
bride’s house. 

After refreshments the bride was brought for the 
ceremony. She sat quiet with her head bent and fully 
covered. A lady relative sitting near tugged her dress, a 
sign to start crying. The droning began instantly. There 
was no need of music. The long process of clothing, 
jewelling and painting of sandal-scent continued with the 
bride’s sing-song. People were given a grand dinner, and 
food for the bridegroom was sent to his house. 

Next day a similar ceremony took place at Kabeer’s 
house. The poor man sat patiently and underwent all the 
process performed by the bride’s young brothers under the 
able instruction of an old woman from the bride’s house. 

Thank God Zuhra had overstrained herself, and satisfied 
at having performed the ceremony she left Jamila to look 
after the rest. She felt extremely tired and went to bed. 
Kabeer seeing his mother in bed ran to Jamila. “ You area 
promise-breaker !”’ ” 

“Why? What have I done? Is this the reward for 
my labour ?” 

“Remember -your promise on our way home from the 
station.” 

“What was it? I can’t recall it.” 

“You said you were going to tell me all about the acti- 
vities going on at home.” 

“Oh goodness! I forgot. Amma was with me from 
morning to night and my mind was busy with so many 
things. Your engagement took place with Doulath Khan’s 
daughter.” 

“ As if I don’t know that much.” 

“‘ How did you know ?” 

“ T asked Mustafa indirectly and to-day I saw his people.” 
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' “ Didn't you feel shy to ask that old man, who is like 
your grandfather ?”” 

‘Tf you had told me I wouldn’t have done it. “Now tell 
me all about it.” 

“What more is there to say ?” 

“‘ How are those people ?” | 

‘Grand, rich, rolling in wealth, They are giving us 
lots of jewels, clothes, a car...... : 

“ Then ?” 

“Then what? Nothing. The marriage is fixed for 
this month next year.” 

“That I will come to know somehow. But... how is...”’ 

‘How is the bride? What a cunning fellow you are! 
How you brought me to that point !” 

“ Yet you don’t say.” 

“She is very beautiful. She is like a fairy.” 

* Just like our cook ? ” 

‘No, no, there’s no one in our family to give an example 
to you.” 

“What a person to ask a description of ! You are a 
savage. Can’t you describe everything separately ?” 

“Don’t be impatient. People will laugh at you. Some- 
One is coming.” 

Their talk was disturbed by one of the relative. The 
house was crowded with them. 

Jamila went back and the relatives also. Several 
thousands of rupees were spent. A share bond was sold at a 
very heavy discount. The grandeur of the function was the 
talk of the town. Every house described and exaggerated 
every minor item, and every man and child in the street 
gazed at Kabeer whenever he passed by. Even the women 
on being informed run to the doors and windows to get a 
glimpse of the wonderful bridegroom. 

Kabeer’s mental condition now amounted to physical 
pain. He had not felt it when his father died. He gave up 


‘many of his activities on the pretext of being gazed at -by the 
neighbours. He was impatient to know what kind of person 
his prospective bride was. But whom to ask? How to ask? 
He dared not ask his mother. His sister’s description was 
funny, She did not know whom to call beautiful : often ugly 
women with fair complexions she called beautiful. His sister 
called him shameless. What would his mother say if he 
attempted to ask her ? 7 

He took the daughter of the cook, who was only four 
years old, to his room and asked her about the bride. She 
said the bride was good. He showed her a good-looking 
woman who passed on the road and said ‘Is the bride like 
her?” The girl said “Yes.” Then he showed an ugly 
woman and with painful expectancy asked the same question. 
The girl said “Yes.” 

He was worried about her physical beauty. The 
question of temperament never struck him. To him as to all 
other men there is no such thing as temperament in a woman. 
A woman is supposed to live under any circumstances. Her 
only needs are food, clothing and decoration. The larger 
they are in number the greater her happiness. 

How could he see her? He dared not walk along the 
road she lived in. He might be seen by her people. Sucha 
thing might lead them to break off the engagement. A man 
should be firm from the beginning to the end. Even after 
marriage he must keep his dignity. 

Soon after the marriage is decided a girl confines her- 
self in a corner, preferably a pantry or a store-room, where 
no male member of her own family can see her. She keeps 
aloof. Her immediate needs are supplied by her mother or 
sisters who to save her from the social taunts do extra duty. 
She is not expected to laugh or to hear the talk going on in 
the house. She should assume an air of dejection, dis- 
appointment and despair at leaving the parents’ house or else 
she will not be doing justice to all their sacrifices for her, 
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CHAPTER IV 


Human nature is not good everywhere. ‘Birds of a 
feather flock together.’ This is particularly true of business 
men and men with the mania of acquisition. When this 
instinct becomes a master sentiment it acts ruthlessly and 
knows no point of satiation. 

When the capitalists and exploiters of the town came to 
know of the offer of a valuable house by a woman, all of 
them stuck together and offered a rock-bottom price. There 
was no time to wait for a better one. The building which 
had brought in nine hundred rupees a month was knocked 
down for fifty thousand. Zuhra’s plans for the marriage were 
too grand to be carried out with that amount. She believed 
in being noticed. : 

“‘ Kabeer, can you manage toraisealoan? Wecan easily 
economise in the future and repay it.’’ ‘‘ We shall have to sell 
or.mortgage another property. There isno other alternative.” 

“Tt will come to the notice of Doulath Khan. If he 
comes to know of our financial condition he will not respect 
you. Iam told that he is spending double the amount yet 
he is not selling any property. He offered more money for 
the building, yet I refused his offer.”’ 

“Then the only way is tobuy things on credit. They 
charge more......” 

‘Let them take a few rupees more. We shall be able 
to pay soon after the marriage.” 

“From where ?”’ 

“Out of the presents and the cash you get at the time 
of Jalva.” 
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Kabeer in spite of his anxiety to say more could not 
do so freely in front of his mother. She spoke to him about 
it only when it was necessary. He wanted to say that she 
could not sell the presents, but it was too much for him. 

‘We have fifty thousand.” 

“It is nct enough for the jewels. I want to buy 
different kinds of sets. What about clothes and other 
expenses ?”’ 

“They won’t be much.” 

“The celebration will last fifteen days and the guests 
will be here eight days before it begins. We need at least 
twenty five thousand for feeding and clothing the near 
relatives.” 

“Why all that? They know father is dead and we 
have spent a lot already.” 

“Knowing our condition and expecting gifts are two 
different things. If we don’t give them at least half of what 
they expect we will be making enemies.”’ 

“Tell me what to do.” 

“Send for one of your uncles. He knows what to do.” 

“Yes, swindle us. We know where we stand with our 
servants. Even if they steal it wouldn’t come to hundreds.” 

“Tf we do it ourselves there will be open hostility. If 
he were alive no one would have dared ask for the responsi- 
bility. Didn’t you hear the sarcastic talk after the betrothal 
ceremony? Although I told them it was done in a hurry 
because of Jamila.” 

“Tf father is dead you are alive. No one can blame 
you for it.” 

“Have you ever heard of a purdah woman doing it? 
There are a thousand and one things to be bought, 
people to be consulted, houses to be hired, servants engaged, 
and what not ?”’ 

‘“‘If we ask one to be responsible the others will be 
annoyed. We have had enough experience of their work 
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and their grumbling. Didn’t they say if they had not rallied 
round father would have been left unburied ? Their anger will 
not do us much harm. We shall try to face their taunts 
boldly and patiently.” 

‘There must be a male member to look to things. You 
can’t do them. What will people say? You can’t put 
Mustafa in charge. It will make them furious. They 
will never be bossed about by him.” 

“ He will not order them to do things.” 

“He dare not. Even if he commands servants it will 
put them off. They will set up their servants against 
him, and even us.” 

“We shall ask Jamila’s husband.” 

“While his father is alive he will not accept.” 

‘Then let Mustafa do ail that he can before they come. 
Then you can ask Jamila’s father-in-law to act for father.” 

It was decided. No relation was asked to come in 
advance. All those who had played important parts formerly 
waited anxiously for months. Nearing the month of the 
wedding they realised that they-had to play a secondary 
part. The decision divided the relatives into two groups. 
Some of them were pleased and called Kabeer and Zuhra 
wise. They even prayed for his long life. ‘The world will 
be better for the existence of such a clever young man,” 
said a very sincere relation. These came exactly on the 
date fixed for their arrival. This prompt action displeased 
the others who held meetings to discuss whether to go 
to the wedding or not. Women are keener than men on 
participating in marriages. The aunt said: ‘Our presence 
at the marriage as mere spectators will not look so 
hideous as our non-cooperation. People will openly say 
that we did not attend because we were not made respon- 
sible.” 

“To be at a distance and hear such talk will not be so 
humiliating as to be there on the spot. You will have to 
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obey the orders of that insufferable Mustafa. I am sure he 
is acting the father. I shall murder him if he acts master 
to me,” said Umar’s brother, who had been in charge of all 
the funeral ceremonies. 

“You are prejudiced. He will neither be made respon- 
sible nor will he command you,” said his sister. The women 
supported the aunt, so they decided to start as soon as 
possible not to create any suspicion about their willingness. 

Intimation of their arrival was sent. Conveyances and 
escorts were sent to the station. Umar’s brother suspiciously 
looked at the guides to discover Mustafa, but he was not 
there. He had many other important thing to attend to. 
Jamila and her husband came with the first batch but her 
father-in-law arrived only with the malcontents. His excuse 
was that the house could not be left to itself for months, so 
he would try to engage a reliable watchman and join them. 

The party reached home. Every one of them looked 
proud and serious as they had come with the policy of non- 
cooperation and non-violence. It gives a reasonable excuse 
to an unwilling partner. 

“We want a separate room for ourselves. We are not 
quite well, that is why we came so late,” said Umar’s sister. 

“T see,” said Zuhra. ‘“‘The separate rooms have been 
kept ready.” 

Unfortunately the rooms meart for them were occupied 
by distant relations who had come earlier. So rooms in the 
other corner of the house were shown to them. The luggage 
was carried in and the party followed. Aunt and uncle 
exchanged glances. 

“This is the first humiliation, and many will follow,” 
said the uncle. 

“The corner rooms will be much safer. We can give 
full vent to our feelings,” said the aunt. 

All of them went to their rooms. Zuhra asked Jamila to 
seek out her father-in-law and tell him that the whole 
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management had been done by her, but now the men were 
there she wanted him to take the responsibility and to allow 
her to attend to other domestic duties. 

Jamila told him confidentially. He said “I shall think it 
over and send word to her.” He went to the sister and 
brother who were busy in talking over the insults and 
informed them about it. i 

“Something is better than nothing. The servants at least 
will have respect for us if you act prominently,” said the sister. 

All of them grouped together and expressed their 
grievances to their hearts’ content. When the meals were 
announced they intentionally went late. 

“What a dirty place and plates! Do they take us for 
dogs?’ said Umar'’s brother. 

‘You have to make the best of your position. Try to 
be patient and pass the days,” said the sister. 

_“ This looks like a doll’s marriage to me. The arrange- 
ments and the food at the funeral ceremonies were a hundred 
times better.” 

This is not the time to pass remarks. Even the walls 
have ears, As it is we are unwelcome guests. Our criticism 
will do us no good,” said the sister. 

“We are insulted and treated like strangers. We 
ought not to have come to a place where we are not 
respected,” said he. 

‘Hush, someone is coming,” said the aunt. 

“Rasam has been brought. Mother wants you all,’ 
said Jamila to the ladies. The participation in the rasam 
would give them fresh ideas and cause for more gossip. All 
of them stood up quickly and departed. 

Kabeer was made to sit on a stage in the middle of the 
famous courtyard which was brightly lit. It was packed with 
ladies, those who did not observe purdah in front of him, and 
children. Numberless trays with presents, eatables and 
flowers were set in front of him. 


“Uncover the trays and show us the presents,” said the 
aunt. 

One of the married woman obeyed her faithfully. 

‘““What a cheap sort of ring, and shawl! This gives an 
idea of what they think of the bridegroom. If the bride's 
people had any respect for him they would have presented 
him lavishly,” said the aunt. 

Kabeer’s mother overheard the remarks from a distance. 

“Those are a few of many. Other costly ones make 
up for them. We shouldn’t judge the people on the basis of 
less expensive things,” said Zuhra. 

‘If it were my only son’s marriage I would have picked 
a quarrel on that matter. I would have thrown them in 
their faces and asked them to replace them by suitable 
Ones immediately,” said the aunt. 

The girls, boys and the maidservant who had come 
from the bride’s house looked horrified and stood like statues. 
They did not know whether to commence the ceremony 
or return with all their paraphernalia. Zuhra without caring 
for the suggestion asked them to start the ceremony. This 
annoyed the aunt, but there was nothing she could do. She 
pocketed the insult and gazed earnestly at the performance. 
Her associates also found many more grievances for dis- 
cussion in their den. 

The next morning Nikha was being performed. The 
bridegroom’s party went to the uncle for permission to start. 

“In the absence of the bridegroom’s father your per- 
mission is to be obtained,” they said. 

“You did not need any at the time of fixing the marri- 
age and till to-day it was not necessary. Carry on with 
your work,” said the uncle. 

“Does it mean you disapprove ?”’ 

‘““My approval or disapproval has nothing to do with it. 
The marriage is almost finished. One should know the time 
for such permission,” said the uncle. 


There was confusion and agitation among the male 
members of the bride’s party. 

‘What does it mean? Are they against the marriage ?” 
said Doulath Khan. 

Jamila’s father-in-law overheard it and going to the 
Over-anxious group said ‘‘Carry on the Nikha with my 
permission.” 2 

Many agreed and said “ He is one of Umar’s brothers. 
His permission is equally valuable.” The Nikha among men 
was over. 

The bride was brought to the ladies for tying the Lacha. 
The poor thing was crying pathetically. Now was the time 
when she really felt the separation from her near and dear 
ones. She knew nothing of the people among whom she was 
going. She had not even seen them. She had been fright- 
ened to death from her childhood by stories of cruel mothers- 
in-law. How she would be criticised and faults found in 
everything she did. She had been given examples of 
heartless husbands who inflicted corporal punishment on 
their wives. She was asked to forget herself and be ready 
to face a hell in her future home, All these precepts began 
to crowd into her mind. The pathetic cry of the bride made 
almost all the ladies shed tears, thinking of their daughters 
who would one day have to face the same situation. Zuhra 
also shed tears thinking of her son who would not be so 
loving and obedient after that day. 

“Go and ask aunt who is an old Suhagan to tie the 
Lacha,” said Zuhra to Jamila. 

If a married woman who has lived long with her husband 
ties the Lacha the bride wil! have the same good fortune. So 
an old couple is particularly invited and the lady is requested 
to perform this act. As the demand for such a privileged 
woman is so great naturally she feels proud of her position. 

Jamila went to her aunt. “ Ammajan wants you to tie 
the Lacha.”’ 


39 


“Ts your mother dumb? from when did she lose her 
power of talking? Perhaps she thought it was beneath her 
dignity to come to me for it.” 

“‘ She is sitting at the other end of the hall. The place 
is overcrowded. She can’t stir from her seclusion,” said 
Jamila. 

‘When you could manage to reach me, why couldn't 
she?” 

“T pushed them and squeezed myself through and jump- 
ed over the children. One can’t expect all that from Amma.” 

‘Just because there’s no alternative she had to ask 
me. Ask her to do it herself, just asshe did everything 
else,” was the curt reply. 

“Don’t be absurd and ask a widow to do it,” said 
the bride’s grandmother who happened to be seated 
close by. 

Jamila went back to the mother who gave her permis- 
sion to do it herself. As Jamila was approached the bride 
the aunt’s better sense prevailed. She got up and tied the 
Lacha without more ado. One of the ladies said, ‘If she 
had done it without making a fuss, she wouldn't have 
brought ridicule on herself.” 

“Don’t talk through your nose without knowing the 
circumstances,” said one of the aunt’s companions. The aunt 
finished her most sacred job and returned to her place. The 
widow sister of Umar, who had played a prominent part 
at the time of the funeral, said, ‘‘ Our talks and actions are 
watched and criticised. We must not show indifference 
or we shall leave the place with their enmity. It is better 
to preserve a nominal friendship.” 

Experience is a good teacher, and bitter taunts are 
better. The aunt’s friends in appreciation of her wisdom 
nodded their heads as a token of approval and jingled the 
heavy jewels in their ears and necks. 

Jalva, when the bride is first shown to the bridegroom, new 


took place. Relations and friends from both sides had to 
give presents to the new couple. Kabeer’s relatives who 
were annoyed, were discussing in a corner whether to 
give presents or not. The majority were against the 
proposal for more than one reason, but the opposing party 
though small carried the day. Some of them had brought 
with them superfluous articles from their homes and so felt an 
inner urge to deliver the goods. They stealthily handed 
them over to Zuhra with a request not to betray them. The 
rest followed suit. 

The bride was brought home after the Jalva. A 
ceremony to make her coming an auspicious event took place, 
when her feet and hands were washed with milk. Similar 
observances were going on, to the utmost disgust of Kabeer, 
till he said that he was exhausted and needed rest. 

The next morning the bride was sent for by her parents, 

_ Kabeer was left alone and had to wait for an invitation. The 
hours of separation were taxing. He was not allowed to 
go out of the house as on these -days men literally observe 
purdah. He sat about impatiently or played with the children, 
keeping his eye on the front door not to miss the messenger 
bringing the invitation. The hours dragged on. He felt 
furious at the clock, which seemed cruelly antagonistic to 
his feelings. He thought of turning the hands of the clock 
to seven, but who would do the same in the bride’s house? 
He went from one room to another, and to his surprise he 
found everyone asleep. He felt jealous, could not believe 
his eyes to see them so thoughtless; he went to his room and 
lay in bed till it struck seven. Each stroke put life back 
in his nerves. Each sound of a footstep thrilled him. But 
in vain. At eight o’clock, disappointed, he came to a 
decision not to go when the invitation arrived. 

“It is past eight, and no sign of those people. Are 
they sending for you or not?” said the aunt, who came to 
him to put oil on the burning fire. 


“Tam not going there even if they send for me,” said 
the enraged Kabeer. 

‘Don’t pretend. You will jump up and forget your 
determination,” said Jamila who had entered the room. 

“Have your dinner with us if you are feeling hungry,” 
said Zuhra who followed Jamila. 

‘T shall go to sleep right away. I don’t want any food.” 

This satisfied the opponents who felt sourly triumphant. 
Their spirit of revenge was making its way naturally. 

“What inconsiderate people they are! Do they want 
to separate their daughter from him? The poor boy is 
pining from ten o’clock in the morning. One can imagine 
their treatment in future if it is such the very first day,” 
said the aunt very lovingly. 

“Coming events cast their shadows before. You have 
to be ready for worse things. After all they are rich 
people. Pride and wealth go together. It suits them even if 
they do it,” said one of his cousins. 

His mother’s pride was touched to the quick. It was an 
open insult to her. The fear of hearing such a remark had 
made her spend thousands of rupees. She wanted people to 
say that both parties were equally rich. If they had said 
that her son was richer than his father-in-law she would have 
had nothing to complain of, as man being the superior animal 
everything that belongs to him ought to be so. 

“If they are proud of their wealth we are prouder. A 
man after all is not the loser in such circumstances. If he is 
dissatisfied with one woman he can marry many. If they 
don’t behave better I shall put down my foot and see that 
they come to their senses,” said Zuhra. 

While the talk between the ladies was going on in his 
room Kabeer was becoming more and more exasperated. 
Patience has a limit. Once it is passed no one can control 
himself. 

‘Why this discussion on a subject that does not need 


any? I tell you I am not going there. If they send a car 
return it saying that I am not well,” said Kabeer. 

“There will be many such hitches in life. If you begin 
to make a fuss over petty matters life will be impossible,” 
said Jamila, who by now had experience of a mother-in-law. 

‘“That’s your valuation of life,” said Kabeer. _ 

“Don’t be silly, Bhai. What will they think of you? 
After all what did they do to you? This is just the time for 
dinner. When there are guests dinner takes place at ten,”’ 
said she. 

‘What did they do to him? They treated him like a 
servant. They will send for him to feed him, as if he has no 
food in his house. You call him silly. You are a silly goose 
not to understand the situation,” said the aunt. 

It was past nine. The car was announced, The young 
brothers and sisters of the bride came running into Kabeer’s 
room, and seeing him in bed they began to pull his shawl and 
arms and made him sit up. A girl brought his sherwani 
(long coat) and turban from the Hanger and forced him to put 
them on. 

‘“‘Abba and guests are waiting for you. He asked us 
to bring you soon,” said they. 

Kabeer forget all about his decision. He said to the 
little ones: ‘All of you go to the car. I shan’t be long.” 

But one of the girls with more perseverance said, ‘I 
am not going. You will sleep again.” She held his finger 
tight and pulled him out of the room. He did not resent 
it. The little girl had charmed him. The idea of asking 
his mother’s permission went clear out of his head. He 
followed the girl from the room. 

The spectators exchanged sarcastic glances. The aunt 
was overjoyed. Revenge had laid the foundation and the 
construction of the edifice was in her power. 

“To expect respect from sons especially after they 
are married is to build a house on sand. Soon after seeing 


his brothers-in-law he forgets all, even his own mother who 
is sacrificing her life and happiness and is working like a 
servant for him. I£ children only thought how difficult it is 
to bring them up they would have more respect for their 
parents’ feelings, I can’t get over the sight how he acted 
and treated all of us,” said the aunt very affectionately to 
Zuhra. 

Zuhra was astounded at her son’s behaviour and began 
to feel that her sister-in-law was her real friend. She 
controlled her emotion but in the absence of the aggressor 
wrath must find a satisfactory outlet. 

“T shall serve him out if he does not mend his manners,” 
said the defeated mother. 

“Unless you take this matter seriously and nip his 
impertinence in the bud he will treat you like a slave. It 
is up to you now to keep up your dignity. You have to deal 
with a person who has no blood relationship and respect for 
you. If he is indifferent to you she will be worse.” 

‘You have confidence in me. I won't allow anybody to 
have the upper hand with me. From the very first day I 
shall make her understand her position here.” 

This was matter of no small elation to the aunt. She had 
put the poisonous seed in the cultivated ground. Circum- 
stances would see to its proper: watering. Zuhra’s spirit 
towards her daughter-in-law was bitter; but would she not 
yield to the whims of her son? 

“You have to be strict to both. There’s every possibi- 
lity of his losing his head. I can’t imagine how he marched 
out of the room without looking at you when you were all the 
time supporting him.” 

“Yes, I know.” 

“I don’t think the bride is chaste. I have my own 
reasons for saying so,” said Kabeer’s cousin, who had been 
waiting all those years to give her daughter in marriage to 
him. His wedding was an irreparable shock to her. 


Jamila had not heard the conspiracy going on among 
the ladies. She had left the room after Kabeer went to put 
her babies to bed. She entered the room when the last remark 
about the bride was passed. Her blood boiled with fury, 
From the first sight she had liked her sister-in-law. 

“Don’t start talking ill of the poor thing. She is an 
innocent child. Such suggestions will result in the destruc- 
tion of both. You will make Bhai’s life miserable. They 
are respectable and very orthodox people. One should think 
twice before condemning anyone.” 

“TI didn’t mean anything ill. I just mentioned what 
struck me. Hereafter we will act like puppets,”. said the 
cousin. 

“It is better to be silent than to harm someone,” said 
Jamila. . 

Zuhra and the aunt looked at each other meaningly, 
The former detected a contemptuous look in the eyes of the 
latter which was rather disagreeable to her. She thought it 
was wise to support her daughter, or the mischief might take 
a hideous turn. 

“The world will be better without presumption and 
hasty remarks. Sensible people avoid such expressions even 
if they are certain of it,” said Zuhra. 

“Our own relations are our enemies. How would you 
feel if someone said such a thing about your daughter?’ said 
Jamila to the cousin. 

‘They would be mad to say it. Nothing is said without 
cause,” said the cousin and left the room. 

The matter was dropped. The mischief-monger was 
not very proficient. The design was erased before it could 
make its appearance. All of them had a quiet dinner and 
went to their rooms. The aunt thought that she had done 
her duty for the day. Her plan would have been more 
efficacious if the cousin had not unwittingly poked her nose 
into it. 


Zuhbra and Jamila were together for some time. “ It is 
mere jealousy that made her talk so nastily. If she is angry 
with us she ought try to take revenge upon us and not on that 
poor creature,” said Jamila. 

“Let us not think about it any more,”’ said Zuhra. 

The next day the bridegroom and the bride came to 
spend the day. Everybody contrived to seem busy, except 
Jamila and the numerous children who came to welcome the 
pair. Jamila led the bride to her room while Kabeer paused 
to please the little ones. A servant came: ‘‘Begum Sahib 
wants you.” 

“Ts anything the matter ?” 

“T don’t know. She looks serious.” 

“Why, what has happened ?” 

The servant went away. 

He hesitated to go to his mother, but he had to. He 
went and greeted her very politely. Zuhra without blessing 
her son said, ‘‘What happened to you last night? Had 
you gone off your head? You could see no one except 
your new friends.” 

Kabeer stared at her and tried to recollect what he had 
done. ‘What did I do?” 

“What did you do? Are you still dreaming? Is it 
hypocrisy ?” 

‘But what happened ?” 

“The very first day of your marriage you forgot your 
mother and your obedience to her.”’ 

“All of you were waiting for the car to send me. 
The children worried me so much that I forgot to ask your 
permission.” 

“That’s what I say. You forget that your mother 
is alive. I wouldn’t have prevented you from going. Isn't 
your interest my concern ?” 

‘' Ammajan, it was done unwittingly, and it shall never 
take place again.” 
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“ Well, so long as I am alive you and your wife are ex- 
pected to obey me implicitly. If you learn to obey, you will 
be able to rule. For whom am I labouring if not to make 
your life happy ?”’ 

Kabeer left her room and made to go out. 

“ Why are you so serious ?” asked his aunt. “A new 
bridegroom should be all happiness. When we are happy 
we don’t know what we do.” 

‘Oh, nothing, ” said Kabeer. ” 

“Did you see your mother? She was rather upset last 
night. I tried my best to console her.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Zuhra is rather hasty in her actions. She should 
remember that a boy after losing his father is sad beyond 
words. Your sorrow will make that poor girl unhappy.” 

‘Please leave me. I have to go to the office. The 
business has been neglected for a long time.”’ 

Kabeer knew his aunt’s character well and couldn't be 
easily led astray. He entered the front building of Dilkusha. 
All the workers were having an easy time. No one would 
expect a bridegroom to go there. 

‘Something is wrong somewhere,” said one of the old 
clerks. 

“The poor man seems used up,” said Mustafa. 

Kabeer sat there checking and rechecking the accounts 
mechanically. A servant came and called him for lunch. 

“Tam not well. I don’t want it.” 

He sent servants for food and sat alone in his room. 

“What made her so changed? She has never been so 
cold to me. Her attitude was quite different from what it has 
been all my life.” 

The servant came back after an hour. - 

“ Begum Sahib is waiting for you and wants you to have 
some light food.” 

He stood up. If he did not obey the second call there 
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would be a break in the family. Her anger had a cause. 
She must have felt awkward when he went away without 
her permission. Four hours had passed since he was separa- 
ted from his wife. He decided to go to his mother first and 
on the pretext of not feeling well go to his room. 

He found her kinder and she smiled as he entered the 
room. She made him sit near her. 

“Kabeer, I live for you and you alone. I wanted to 
kill myself after his death and save myself from lifelong 
misery. Only the thought of your loneliness made me 
surmount unbearable sufferings. What doI want from you 
but a little regard? You will have many wives but not your 
mother. How long will she live? Her days are nearing 
their end.” 

‘“‘T am extremely sorry for what has happened. It has 
upset me. I shall have tea and no lunch.” 

“Do as you please. Go and havea rest. I shall send 
for you.” 

After bowing respectfully he left her and went to his 
room. He found Jamila and all the little ones there 
entertaining his bride who looked to him like the Sleeping 
Beauty. All of them were talking and laughing but she had 
closed her eyes and lips tight. Nothing made her smile 
or look about her. If there had been a competition to be- 
have like a statue in the presence of mischievous spectators 
she would have won the first prize. She was not expected 
to open her eyes in her husband’s house for five weeks and 
not to talk for about two months, The woman servant from 
her mother’s house supplied all her needs. She closed the 
door when she fed her. She was not expected to eat more 
than a morsel. When Jamila found her brother in the room 
she sent all the little ones away and taking the bride’s 
servant with her closed the door after her. 


CHAPTER V 


It is a well known fact that man is superior to woman in 
every respect. He is a representative of God on earth and 
being born with His light in him deserves the respect and 
obedience that he demands. He is not expected to show his 
gratitude or even a kind word of appreciation to a woman: it 
is his birthright to get everything from her. ‘Might is right’ 
is the policy of the world. To express thankfulness to such a 
creature as she is humiliating. She should be proud, happy 
and thankful to him for having accepted her services. If he 
is depressed she must make herself so. -It should matter 
nothing to him if she is indisposed. On the other hand he 
has every right to be aggrieved if the meals are not punctual 
or well cooked. A woman as a wife should be subservient in 
everything to man’s comfort and exist for him and him 
alone. She should have no particular liking for anything. 
Her work should as a matter of course begin and end with 
him. 

His polygamous nature has an excuse: a man doing 
brave deeds needs every sacrifice by others. A woman who 
does not show the proper spirit of gulping down ready-made 
beliefs is condemned by the rest as douzakhi (hellish), The 
great fuss made over him gives him no time for introspection. 
He has accepted and assimilated the dogmas without 
analysing them. Unequal distribution of labour and regard 
is the social code made by man in his own interest. There 
are some who relinquish their birthright, but their number is 
not legion. 

There is a miraculous change between wifehood and 
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motherhood: A wife aspires long to achieve the position. 
When she does it even her husband recognises some merit in 
her. Motherhood is sanctified. A mother holds the highest 
position in the estimation of her children. Even highly 
educated sons obey her implicitly. They owe everything to 
her, their birth and their upbringing. Heaven is under her 
feet. The greater the obedience to her the easier is 
admittance to it. She is the queen of the house and rules 
over all her subjects with an iron hand. Her administration 
needs more attention when strangers unfortunately take 
shelter in it. Her government is not constitutional, so the 
laws are flexible and specially formulated in the interest 
of the earning member. There is no court of appeal. Every- 
body recognises her court of justice. The elasticity of 
judgment depends upon the greater application by the 
convict. Those with supernatural powers of cunning and 
flexibility of mind can get on splendidly with the legislator 
and executive. 

Nazni, Kabeer’s new wife, a girl with little tact and no 
knowledge of the world, fell an easy victim to the tactics of 
the experienced ruler of the house, Nothing but her beauty 
pleased her mother-in-law. But what could she do with her 
prettiness ? She wanted a young woman to look after the 
house, to cook and take away her responsibility. Why 
do people bring daughters-in-law if not to have real and 
well-earned comfort? One can’t keep a person for her 
beauty and worship her as an idol. 

Three months after the marriage, when Zuhra was 
anxiously waiting to transfer her responsibility, Nazni fell 
ill on account of pregnancy. Now how could the poor 
mother-in-law get her rest? Her hopes of dominance which 
soared so high at the time of marriage came down to earth. 
With a person in bed her work was increased. Although 
nothing special was prepared for the sick daughter-in-law 
yet the meals had to be sent to herroom. Whenever she 
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vomitted someone had to benear her and attend to her. 
Nazni’s mother engaged a woman for it. 

The presence of an extra servant was a cause of annoy- 
ance to Zuhra. A servant from Doulath Khan’s house was 
a spy in hers. 

‘‘What a clumsy woman your wife is!” said Zuhra. 
Mothers think of getting a girl married before training her 
to be a good and useful wife. They just think of transferring 
the burden from their shoulders to another’s. If they 
thought of us they would come half way to mitigate our 
sufferings. She’s such a shabby creature. Any china she 
touches exists no more.” 

Kabeer did not know whose side to take. Second 
thoughts made him flatter his mother. ‘‘ She’s frightened in 
anew place. Under your training she’ll be all right. You 
have trained worse people.” 

‘‘Why is she frightened? Girls of her age undergo 
tortures day and night in the hands of drunken and cruel 
mothers-in-law. It is not fear but fearlessness and indiffer- 
ence. She's a spoilt child. Don’t you see her munching the 
whole day ? What does she eat and from where does she 
get it ?” 

The food sent to Nazni was returned untouched. Preg- 
nancy is a peculiar disease which makes the very sight of 
food repugnant. Kabeer knowing that she starved the whole 
day brought fruits and sweets and put them on Nazni’s 
window sill from outside. The servant was given instruc- 
tions to wait and remove the packet quietly. Kabeer was 
alarmed to think his mother had come to know of the secret 
supply of nourishment. 

‘Her brothers and father keep on bringing things for 
her.”’ ° 

‘' They come empty-handed. I watch them when they 
pass through the corridor. Perhaps they carry it in their 
pockets,” said Zuhra. 
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Kabeer felt satisfied that no suspicion about him had arisen. 

“It seems childish the way she behaves. She knows 
nothing of responsibility and the care of her husband. She 
spends the day either in sleep or talking and laughing when 
her people come. I have never heard a woman laugh so 
loudly. In my absence she'll never manage the house even 
for a day.” 

‘‘ She’s so quiet and grave in my presence. I can never 
make her cheerful. She is serious by nature.”’ 

‘‘ She does not laugh in my presence either, but I hear 
her shrill voice from my room. It’s not good for girls to 
laugh so loudly. What will people say ?”’ 

‘You tell her that. Even my gentle words make her 
cry,” said Kabeer. 

‘You should never feel pity or trust a crying woman. 
They shed crocodile tears.” 

‘“‘ I’ve often heard that but I can’t understand it,’ said 
Kabeer. 

“The point is that a woman’s nature is not constant. 
Her weeping or laughter has no value. You shouldn’t take 
her tears seriously. Your love must be in your heart. Your 
eyes and lips should express gravity and command. Once 
you become familiar and expose your weakness she'll be 
your ruler, You'll lose control over her for ever.” 

Kabeer thought over his mother’s precepts for some 
time and came to the conclusion that she being an experi- 
enced hand and his well-wisher her instructions should be 
his guide. After some time he went to his room, but seeing his 
wife’s pale and thin but smiling face he forget his mother’s 
teaching. He said nothing about their talk but enquired of 
her health. Nevertheless he felt that something prevented 
him from being free with her. “Once you become familiar 
she’ll be your ruler and you'll lose control over her.” He 
couldn’t say it to his wife. Already unwittingly he had 
been too familiar with her. 
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He never allowed her to discuss his mother. Her name 
was sacred. Any mention of her had to be in her praise. 
Nazni on the other hand had a hundred and one grievances 
to get redressed. But how? During the six months of her 
married life conveyances and escorts from her parents had 
been sent back at least thirty times. When permission was 
asked from Kabeer he told her to go to his mother. Once 
in every third call she permitted Nazni to go home and 
return the same night. = 

‘‘Mother wants to send the car tomorrow for Id,” said 
Nazni’s brother. . 

‘“Why does she want to humiliate herself? They will 
return it,” said Nazni. 

‘‘Have they not humiliated us many times? What 
do we care? We just want to have you with us. You can 
come back the same night.” 

“For my wretched self my parents have to be insulted. Tell 
them to leave me to my fate,” said Nazni with tears in her eyes. 

“T can’t dictate to father and mother. You just listen 
to what they ask you.” 

“I'm not master of myself or my time and wishes. Tell 
mother plainly it is no use to send the car.” 

‘“‘T see it is you who do not want to come.” 

“T wish to heaven that they would send me there. I’d 
really enjoy my feast with mother.” 

‘‘T shall ask Kabeer to send you.” 

“He never permits it without his mother’s consent.” 

‘Let him take it.” 

“He wouldn't do it himself, knowing her attitude.” 

‘‘Can’t he do even that to please you?” 

“Whenever he has asked it he has been snubbed.” 

“Then you ask her.” 

“I can’t. Last night she was telling him to stay at home 
on the Id day. There’s only one way todoit. Bring the 
car and say granny is ill,” said Nazni. 
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Zuhra had already drawn up the menu for Id. The 
preparations had begun two days in advance. 

‘Wear your red sari and green blouse on the Id day,” 
said Zuhra. 

“Can't I wear the red blouse with the red sari?” asked 
Nazni. 

“Do as I tell you.” 

Nazni was annoyed, but knew that she was going to her 
mother’s so she could wear anything she liked. 

The car was brought on the morning of Id. The old 
woman who accompanied Nazni’s brother entered Zuhra’s 
room. 

“Big Begum Sahib suddenly got ill this morning. I am 
asked to fetch Nazni Begum as she wants to see her.” 

“Your Nazni is not a Hakim to cure her. Old peoples’ 
diseases are common and they are rarely serious. Your 
mistress should have more sense than to send for the girl so 
often. That girl has no interest in this house. This is 
her house. In her mother’s house she’s only a stranger. 
Why does a man get married? Is it to destroy his home and 
live in his wife’s house?” 

“She’s still young. Young brides before they are 
encumbered with the responsibility of childen do have an 
attachment to the house where they were born and brought 
up. Moreover she’ll be alone here. Let her enjoy her Id 
with her brothers and sisters.” 

“You came here with the excuse of someone’s illness 
and saying she has to do the work of Maseeha. Now 
the truth has come out. Our arrangements for Id will be 
upset. She can’t go.” 

Nazni’s younger sister, who had been listening to 
the argument, ran to her: ‘ You are not coming with us!” 
Nazni seeing her dear ones could not make up her mind 
to stay away. She thought of the lonely room. None to 
speak to her cheerfully, but commands and fault-finding. In 
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spite of herself tears began to flow. Her young brother 
ran to Kabeer's office in the opposite building and said, 
“‘ Apa is crying. I wouldn’t leave her here.” 

Kabeer thought that his interference was _ neces- 
sary. 

“ What’s all this ?”’ he asked Zuhra. 

‘‘As soon as your wife sees her relations she begins 
to cry.” 

‘“‘ God forbid!” retorted the escort. ‘ Why should she 
cry to see her brothers and sisters? They are not starving 
or suffering. She’s crying because her grandmother is ill 
She loves her dearly.” 

‘‘T have often seen her crying after their visits. She 
loves them more than her husband,” said Zuhra. 

“Send her, otherwise she will make us unhappy by 
her wailing.” 

‘She knows well she can bring you down on your knees 
by her tears. I told her not to go and you ask me to 
send her. What respect will she have for me?” said Zuhra. 

Kabeer did not like Doulath Khan’s people in the room 
when his mother was angry. He gave his mother a 
sign to send them ali away. 

‘Why are you wrangling here? All of you go to her 
room.” 

‘Shall I take her ?” asked the old woman. 

““She wants to have her own way in everything. 
We are puppets in her hands. Take her and bring her back 
tonight. Weare not beggars to be elated at the invitation 
to celebrate the feast in somebody’s house. We have to 
think of our own visitors and the dead.” 

Though the permission was not polite the children were 
pleased and ran to Nazni. Mother and son were left alone, 
but neither felt like speaking to the other. Kabeer was 
coming round to her view. Nazni loved her parents more 
than himself. 
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Nazni wiped her eyes to be ready to go to her mother-in- 
law to pay her respects before leaving the house. 

“She sent her permission. You needn't go to her. 
Your eyes are red like flames. She’ll pick up a fresh quarrel 
and abuse you,” said Nazni’s brother. 

“She won’t leave me alive if I go away without her 
blessing. Even he wouldn’t forgive me for it,” said Nazni. 

“Crying makes you prettier. Do cry every day to 
make your cheeks and nose pink,” said her mischievous 
younger sister. 

Nazni smiled and looked at herself in the mirror of the 
dressing table and rubbed her swollen eyelids. 

‘“Go soon and be done with it,’’ said her brother, who 
was going to the car with all the little ones. He turned to 
the old woman and said, ‘‘ Accompany Nazni to her mother- 
in-law’s room and bring her to the car.” 

Nazni entered Zuhra’s room. She dared not look either 
Kabeer or his mother in the face. Bending down she touched 
her mother-in-law’s feet, who put her hand on Nazni’s head. 
When Zuhra was in a good mood she would say a few words 
by way of blessing, but now she said nothing. Nazni stood 
there like a penitent looking at her own feet. 

“Your obstinacy has had its way after all. Try to be 
sensible and think of your home and husband, who cares for you 
more than your parents. Once you are married your parents 
have nothing to do with you. Their unnecessary interference 
in your life will only destroy it. We love you and you love 
others.” 

Nazni standing there looked like Venus. She expected 
no support from her husband who was sitting there with head 
bent. The little ones in the car blew the horn. 

“It is time for lunch. Wecamehoursago. Come, let 
us go,” said the old woman from behind the door. 

“These rogues spoil her. Go,” said Zuhra. 

“Did the convict take such a long time to be released 
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even after the judgment was passed ?” said her brother as 
he made room for her in the car. 

“ She wouldn't have come even now if the children had 
not blown the horn,” said the old woman. . 

Nazni was all smiles as if nothing had happened. 

“The situation is out of your control. She’s proud of 
her people and their wealth. They’ll destroy her home and 
life,” said Zuhra. No reply came from Kabeer. 

She went on: ‘‘ Did you notice her clothes? She went 
with those she wore at home.” 

“‘ Perhaps she forgot to change.’ 

“She went in them with a purpose. You don’t know 
her. She did it to defy my orders to wear a certain sari on 
the Id day, and to show her parents how badly we keep 
her. Sincere and loving girls borrow costly clothes from 
others while going to their parents’ just to keep up their 
husband’s dignity.” 

‘She must have taken them with her to — there.” 

“‘T hope so,” said Zuhra. 

In the evening the car was sent by Doulath Khan for 
Kabeer. 

‘“‘ Father wants you for dinner,” said Nazni’s brother. 

“I’m sorry I can’t come. Mother will be furious if I don’t 
stay for dinner. I shall come there after it.” 

‘“‘ Shall I bring the car after some time ?” 

“No, I shall come in ours.” 

Zuhra knew nothing of the invitation, so after dinner 
Kabeer said, ‘‘ They sent for me for dinner, but I said that I 
would go there later.” 

“If you don’t go there she'll feel the pinch and avoid 
deserting you on feast days in future.”’ 

‘* T’ll go there to bring her.” 

‘She must come herself as she went.’’ 

Kabeer had promised his brother-in-law and was in a fix. 
He couldn’t go there without her knowledge. That would 
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create more trouble. It was better to touch her weak point 
and extract permission from her. 

“If we leave her to herself she might not come for 
Khutba. Moreover we'll be making her more independent.” 

Zuhra felt that she was loosening her iron hold which 
would result in Nazni’s separation. 

“Yes, perhaps it is better to go and bring her for 
to-morrow.” 

Although Kabeer had definitely said that he was not 
going for dinner Doulath Khan and the guests were waiting 
for him and forced him to have it a second time. Kabeer 
never missed a good opportunity. He did full justice to the 
delicious, rich dishes. 

The children wanted to go the pictures and compelled 
Kabeer to accompany them. He agreed after some hesita- 
tion. 

‘Let us take Apa,’”’ said one of the young brothers who 
did not know that it was objectionable for ladies to go to 
the cinema. 

All of them welcomed the idea and shouted “Yes, let 
us take her with us.” 

Kabeer wondered what to do. He imagined his mother’s 
anger. 

‘What's going on here?’ said Nazni’s brother, who was 
also going to celebrate Id. 

‘“We want to take Apa with us,” said the children. 

‘Are you afraid of your mother? There’s nothing 
wrong in taking Nazni to a picture. Hundreds of Muslim 
women go these days. We shall reserve box seats and 
there is a purdah arrangement.” 

‘““T ,...I didn’t ask mother’s permission. She has never 
been to a picture and does not have a good opinion of those 
who do,” said Kabeer. 

‘These old women’s world is quite different from ours. 
They have neither desires nor strength to take part in life’s 
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enjoyments. You shouldn’t try to mould your wife’s life 
according to your mother’s,” said the brother, who was 
annoyed by Kabeer’s servile behaviour. 

“We'll have to take her permission. She’s both father 
and mother to me.” 

“She won't know. Even if she does, you tell her that 
father took you both,” 

“He's not going,” said Kabeer. 

Kabeer respected his father-in-law. Being fatherless-he 
took him for his guardian and well-wisher. 

‘“He does not often go to late pictures, but I can make 
him take Nazni and you. This is her first picture. Don’t 
stop her going. Bea sport,” said the brother. 

“If he takes us I shall have a good excuse.” 

All the little ones danced with excitement. They often 
described pictures they had seen to Nazni, as she liked them. 
Now the trouble of description was saved. 

Zuhra waited for her son’s return till past ten. Then 
she began to worry and imagine things. She asked the cook 
to wake up the watchman and sent him to Doulath Khan’s 
house. ; 

The watchman made enquiries of the servants, 

‘‘Kabeer Miyan and Doulhan Begum have gone to the 
pictures with the children,” said the watchman, vexed at 
being disturbed from his sleep and having to walk the long 
distance. He said nothing of Doulath Khan. 

Zubra and sleep were poles apart. Kabeer had taken 
his wife to a cinema, and without her permission! All her 
teachings had no value for him. She did not know thatthe 
ladies of Doulath Khan’s house were so shameless. She 
should never have consented to bring a girl from that house. 
Her blood boiled. Yet she made up her mind to postpone 
punishment. The morning would bring numerous visitors 
and they would come to know about it. To pretend innocence 
was the best policy. 
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At about two o’clock Zuhra heard the car stop. She 
did not stir from her bed. The young couple went to their 
room silently and slept. In the morning Nazni said: “If 
Ammajan asks me about coming home late what shall I 
tell her ?”’ 

‘‘She’s bound to come to know of it. We must tell 
her now.” 

‘“‘T’ve no courage to face her,” said Nazni. 

“T shall try to get her into a good mood, then I’ll break 
it, putting the blame on Bavajan,” said Kabeer. 

“Tf she asks me?” 

“ You try to avoid her for some time.” 

Khutba is a grand function in every Muslim family. 
Even a poor Muslim spends one or two months’ income on 
that day and does not mind suffering on account of it for 
several months after. Clothes for everybody have to be 
made and grand dishes to be prepared and sent to relations. 
The more numerous the dishes the greater is the valuation of 
one’s wealth. Presents have to be given and visitors to be 
fed. Because of the new relationship Zuhra’s plans were 
elaborate. 

Early morning at five Zuhra got up for prayers. Soon 
after cooking was started she herself went to the kitchen. 
She believed in direct action to pursuade others to follow 
suit. 

Nazni before going for her bath forget to ask her 
mother-in-law for the clothes to wear that day. She could 
not go after it without being properly dressed. She called 
the cook and told her to ask the mother-in-law for them. 

‘“ Doulhan Begum wants to know which sari she should 
wear,” said the cook. 

“ Who asked you to go there? You mind your work,” 
said Zuhra. 

‘‘ She’s standing in her kimono.” 

‘Tf she really wants to know let her come herself.” 
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The cook felt sorry for Nazni but couldn’t please two 
mistresses. | 

Nazni waited for the cook but didn’t dare call her for a 
reply. She wore a sari she liked. 

Kabeer returned home from Idgah and paid his respects 
to his mother. He looked for Nazni thisyside and that. She 
hadn’t come out of her room. As he was trying to be on the 
good side of the mother it was better to neglect her. He sat 
down. Nazni knowing of Kabeer’s presence went to her 
mother-in-law to pay the Id respects. After touching her 
feet she stood up. 

“Was it humiliating to ask me about the clothes 
yourself? You sent the servant, treating me as her equal.” 

Nazni’s eyes were full of tears. 

“Why do you cry? What havel done to you? You 
threaten us by year tears. You knew that I was cooking 
alone. You not only failed to come to help me, but also 
called the servant to help you. Do you think I am your 
servant ?” 

Kabeer had asked Nazni to avoid his mother so that she 
should not be asked about the previous evening, but she had 
misunderstood him. 

Nazni sobbed loudly. There was a knock on the door. 
Relations had already started their visits. Zuhra did not 
like the scene to be noticed by others. 

“Go and change your clothes. -Who asked you to wear 
them now ?’’ Zuhra commanded the culprit. . 

Nazni felt a relief as the ordeal was over. She could 
cry to her heart’s content in her room. Kabeer felt like 
going after his wife to console her but the barrier between 
him and his mother was still greater. Any regard shown for 
her meant that the gulf between him and his mother widened 
still further. The matter of going to the pictures had not yet 
come out. He had to be careful and gather courage. 

Nazeer entered and paid his respects. 
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‘TI saw you last night at the pictures. As there were 
ladies I didn’t like to go to you.” 

Kabeer’s face turned blue. He had not seen Nazeer at 
the pictures or he would have been prepared for the ordeal. 

“TI was sitting with the children and Doulath Khan. 
You could easily haye seen me,” stammered Kabeer, 

‘Do the ladies of his house go to the pictures? Itisa 
surprise to me. I didn’t know of that before,” interrupted 
Zuhra. 

“They followed us in a separate car. There was a 
strict purdah arrangement.” 

“So your wife also went there ?” 

“Yes, her father took her.” 

‘“‘Nazeer saw us last night at the pictures and he 
mentioned it to mother,’’ said Kabeer, who was so confused 
that he did not think of consoling her first. 

‘* What did she say ?” cried Nazni. 

‘Not much. Don’t worry. She'll be all right. I told 
her Bavajan took us and I‘being his guest could not refuse 
him.” 

"So it is over. The very thought of it was killing me.” 

“Yes. If she asks you can repeat what I said.” 

‘Change your clothes before you go to her. She 
did not notice your Lacha. Otherwise that would have 
given her enough cause for anger.” 

‘“'T removed it to have my bath and forgot it.” 

“ Don’t you keep it on when you bathe ?”’ 

“T feel sticky when it gets wet.” 

Nazni was thankful to her husband because of his 
warning. | 

‘Her father had no right to take a married daughter. 
Seeing you a coward he made a fool of you. She’s your 
property. No one can have any interest in her -without 
your permission. If you had any regard for your mother 
you would have flatly refused his suggestion.” 
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“Tt was not a suggestion. It was compulsion, and I 
thought of him as my father and yielded to it.” 

“Since when have you given him that sacred position? 
You should rather die a hundred times than own it! Re. 
member a woman going to the pictures can neither be 
virtuous nor an obedient wife !” 

‘“‘ Tt was her first picture and it may be her last. It was 
all arranged within a:few minutes after dinner.” 

Zuhra thought it was not an appropriate time to discuss 
the matter. Nazeer would let others know of their 
differences. She asked him to have lunch with Kabeer. 

“Shall I go and change my clothes? These are so 
heavy and I am perspiring,”’ said Kabeer. 

‘Yes, be ready for lunch.” 

He found Nazni in bed lying on her face. 

He really did not like his mother’s ill-treatment of her. 

“If you try to be a little more careful there will be no 
trouble at home. She will have no cause to grumble. She’s 
our well-wisher. She’s old and how long will she live? Soon 
you'll be the mistress of the house. She has reached that 
position after passing through similar days. You must strive 
and achieve it.” 

‘She sees nothing good in me. The more I am afraid 
of her and try to be careful the more causes she finds for 
grievance,” said Nazni. 

“Old people are always like that. If you try to be 
patient and obey her even if she is wrong she’ll come to love 
you.” 

Although Kabeer’s talk was not very encouraging 
Nazni felt relieved because it was expressed gently and in 
her own interest. She thought that she would undergo any 
suffering for his sake. One must not expect a bed of roses 


in this life. 


CHAPTER VI 


Nazni was small, thin and delicate. When she was ten 
years old she had fallen victiin to a severe attack of rheumatic 
fever and was under treatment in a ladies’ hospital for 
months. Her mother and grandmother spared no efforts to 
get her treated by Hakims, Pears and even witches. At 
length Doulath Khan took up the matter and consulted good 
doctors. A special nurse was appointed for her care. The 
fever stopped and the swelling disappeared. She was given 
tonics and codliver oil for years At last came a day when 
she looked healthy and blooming, but still the least exertion 
caused her fatigue and palpitation. Nature had taught her to 
rest to get relief. Sometimes she would have pain in her 
left shoulder. Her mother and grandmother massaged it. 
They said that all these small ailments would heal of 
themselves if she were married. 

From the month of conception her health gradually 
declined. She had constant headache and giddiness. In her 
seventh month symptoms caused by her weak heart began to 
appear. She felt better in her mother’s house. As soon as 
she returned home her illness reappeared. 

According to custom the first child must be born in the 
mother’s house. The pregnant daughter is usually sent for 
in the seventh month. Doulath Khan had her examined 
by a heart specialist. Unfortunately it was a man. Zuhra 
who had lived a healthy life could not believe her ears 
when she heard of the heart disease. She had refused to 
consult a male doctor when she was ill after her husband’s 
death, and by good luck she recovered without it. She 
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formed a strong belief that all those who go to doctors are 
either fussy or immoral. 

‘A man can’t own a woman as his wife after she has 
been touched by a man. There were men in former days 
who used to cut off that part of the body which was touched 
by a stranger,” said Zuhra. 

“T felt a sort of repulsion when the doctor was examin- 
ing her heart, lungs and back. I felt that [ could not be 
proud of her any more,” said Kabeer. ° 

Zuhra was pleased to hear him endorse her opinion. 
She determined that Nazni should be punished for having 
gone to the pictures and having been treated by a 
surgeon. 

Under the careful nursing of a trained nurse from the 
seventh month Nazni withstood the strain of delivery. A 
baby boy was born to the rejoicing of all. Nazni’s parents 
spent thousands of rupees on various ceremonies. On the 
fortieth day hundreds of people were invited to dinner. 
Many expensive gold presents were made for all including 
“Zuhra. 

Nazni now had to go back home, but the very idea of 
going there made her cry. There was a relapse. She was 
put to bed and was not allowed to stir from it for three 
months. 

Zuhra often went to see her grandson. Ske and Nazni’s 
grandmother became close friends. The old lady exaggerated 
Nazni’s sufferings to gain Zuhra’s sympathy and make her 
leave Nazni for some months more in her mother’s house. 

‘The doctor says it is a serious disease. She should not 
be allowed to get up from her bed for six months. Her heart 
is weak and will stop working if she exerts herself.” 

Zuhra thought of her son. Another six months was 
terrible. 

‘‘ What’s that heart-trouble she’s suffering from?’ said 
she to Kabeer one day. 
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‘Her heart has been affected from the time she was 
a girl.” 

“So they got rid of her by putting the burden on you. 
No one said anything about it before the marriage. They 
deceived you.” 

“Who will say anything about one’s health except 
doctors? They also didn’t know of it till the specialists 
examined her. One who has heart disease has to be cared 
for all her life.” 

“What do you mean by cared for ?” 

“She shouldn't be allowed to lift heavy things and exert 
herself too much. She must have peace of mind and 
complete rest, and be kept under proper medical treatment. 
Then she’ll live for some years.”’ 

“If not ?”’ 

‘“She’ll soon get worse and die. At least for six months 
we can’t expect anything from her,’’ said Kabeer. 

“So what do you want to do ?”’ 

“What can I do? It is fate. One has to be content 
with it.” 

“Become a Fakir and give up the world. Go to a cave 
and live there. Young men like you can’t pass their days 
single. If she’s suffering from an incurable disease why 
should you be punished for it ?” 

“T don’t know what todo. I hada talk with the doctor 
about her. He is of opinion that she’ll never be normal. 
She must be kept at home as an idol.” 

‘And you will worship her, I suppose.’ 

‘“‘That’s what many people do.” 

‘“They do it if they are not men,” was the nasty reply. 

‘What else can be done ?” 

‘Get yourself remarried and leave that whore in her 
mother’s house.” 

The idea did not vex Kabeer. On the contrary it roused 
him. 
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“ How can I do that ?” 

“ As if it is an impossible thing! Hundreds of men have 
done it. They do it on lame excuses, or none. Your need 
is great and is quite reasonable. It can be arranged easily. 
If you just open your mouth there’ll be hundreds of offers.”’ 

The optimistic expression encouraged him and he began 
to think seriously about it. 

“ Before the thing is settled the whole town will know.” _ 

‘We have to be very careful till the wedding is over. 
It must be done through Mustafa,” said Zuhra. 

‘Zainab Bi could do it quicker.” 

‘‘A secret matter can never be entrusted to a woman. 
She’s popular in Doulath Khan’s house. It is not the hurry 
we have to think of but the secrecy.” 

When Kabeer mentioned the idea Mustafa welcomed it. 

“T can doitin notime. I'll see that a healthy, obedient 
and faithful girl is brought to you. She'll make you and 
your mother happy and comfortable. You can’t expect to 
live with a sickly woman,”’ said Mustafa. 

In a week’s time Mustafa brought numerous proposals 
from rich and poor families. Kabeer repeated them all to 
his mother for approval. When he mentioned a rich family’s 
name she said, ‘‘We have had enough of them. No rich 
gir] can be obedient and loyal to you. You'll have to adjust 
yourself to their whims and fancies instead of being 
humoured by them.” 

When the name of a poor fatherless girl came up she 
agreed. 

‘What does Mustafa say about the girl?” said she. 

‘‘He’s of the same opinion. He says I shall be happier 
with her and she’ll be more useful.” 

‘‘He’s a man of experience.” 

‘*What shall I ask him to do?” 

‘The difficulty is that I can’t go to see the girl. The 
whole town would talk of it. Your father-in-law will come to 
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know of it before the matter is settled, and he'll get it broken 
off. Our going to a poor widow’s house in a dirty locality 
will rouse suspicion. They will humiliate us. If we bring a 
girl from a decent family we risk our happiness and comfort. 
We should care for our interest, not for the opinion of others, 
as we did at the first marriage.” 

“They'll call us heartless if you do it when she’s ill. 
If she comes to know of it she’ll have another relapse.” 

“Tf you can’t do it when she’s ill you'll not dream of 
doing it when she’s well. You have a good cause in her long 
illness.” 

“We can’t go to see the girl and we can ask no one else 
to do it. We have to depend upon Mustafa’s version. We 
are defying her and her people by the second marriage. 
They will have a good cause to condemn us if something 
goes wrong,”’ said he thoughtfully. 

“You area coward. Weare not defying them. On the 
other hand we want to help her by lessening her work and 
responsibility. They ought to be grateful instead of condemn- 
ing us. An extra healthy woman at homeis no more than 
an extra servant.” 

“If she’s treated like that......” 

“You can’t argue. Ask Mustafa to send his sister to see 
the girl and settle the matter soon. You are not a saint to 
live with a bedridden woman. Your comfort is more 
important than her happiness.” 

Mustafa’s sister went to see the girl. They showed her 
a decent-looking girl from the locality. There was no need 
for the matter to leak out. Both parties had their secrets to 
keep. Kabeer was hiding it from his wife and the new girl’s 
people had to hide the name of the man who had come to 
their house. 

The girl’s mother acted dramatically and promised an 
expensive garment and cash to Mustafa’s sister on the 
success of the marriage. The sister in turn praised the girl tc 
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heaven in front of Mustafa. She was very optimistic regard- 
ing her health, sense of duty, and ability to adjust herself to 
any circumstances. She added that Zuhra would not see a 
day ofdiscomfort. She would make her sit like a queen and 
would be a source of joy to Kabeer. She was a girl who would 
eat crumbs and work like a horse. 

Mustafa in his turn exaggarated these womanly virtues 
in Kabeer’s presence. When Kabeer repeated them to his 
mother she thought that this was just the type of daughtér- 
in-law she had always sighed for. The girl’s mother was 
asked to keep the matter strictly secret in her own 
interest, and the marriage was to be a very quiet affair. The 
conditions were welcomed and arrangements in a modest 
way were made on both sides. : 

On the day of Nikha Zuhra went with Kabeer and 
Mustafa’s sister. It was over very soon. As everybody 
was in a hurry to leave the place unseen by others 
Zuhra asked the girl to be brought for tying the Lacha. The 
bride’s relations said that the girl was not yet ready to be 
shown. She was to be given a bath. It would take an hour 
more. Zuhra over-ruled the long-established custom of the 
Lacha ceremony done by the husband’s people. She asked 
them to do it themselves and left the place with Kabeer. 

The Jalva was to take place in the night at about three 
o’clock. The mother and son reached the bride’s house 
safely. When the bride was brought to Kabeer her face was 
covered. The face of the bride is shown in a mirror which 
is placed between the bride and the bridegroom. When he 
saw her face in it he could not believe his eyes. He rubbed 
them and looked again. He was not wrong, the face was 
ugly and dark. He looked at his mother furiously. She was 
at a distance and had not seen the bride. She smiled her 
congratulations. His blood boiled. He called up before his 
mind’s eye the fair and beautiful features of Nazni. What 
a contrast! Even his mother was laughing at his discom- 
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fiture. He got up from the stage without a word and went 
out. He stood there for some time thinking of what he 
should do. After some time Zuhra sent for him. He would 
not goin. He left the house alone. 

Zubra was in an awkward position. She did not know 
the cause of her son’s anger. She looked for Mustafa’s sister, 
who however had disappeared. 

“Why did he go away like that?’ said she to one 
of the ladies. 

““Go and see the girl. All her younger sisters were 


married years ago but she...... You have been deceived. 
We knew of it so we came to see the fun,” said the kind 
spectator. 


Zuhra went to the stage and asked a girl to lift the bride’s 
head. ‘‘I won't,” said she, and ran away. Zuhra called her 
informative friend asked her the same service. Zuhra 
screamed. 

“What wicked people! This is sheer deception. 
Where’s Mustafa’s sister ? She has ruined my son’s life!” 

Who would help her? She was alone, and all of them 
were united. Zuhra went and saw the bride a second time. 
She was dark, with deep pock-marks, and her upper teeth 
projected prominently. 

A woman of Zuhra’s calibre even if she loses her temper can 
be serene and practical after some time. Nothing could be 
done as the marriage was over. If she left the girl and went 
home as her son had done the bride’s people had every right 
to file a suit against him. It was she who had forced him to 
remarry, so she was responsible for the consequences. There 
would be no chance of getting him remarried soon. When 
people came to know of this no one would give him a girl. 
And why waste all that money? She decided to take the 
bride with her and coax Kabeer to accept her. If he refused 
she could take her for herself. She would be an unpaid 
servant entirely at her disposal. 
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Leaving the bride in her room Zuhra went to Kabeer. 
He was in bed and pretended to be asleep. But she would 
not leave him, Yet the pill had to be sugar-coated. 

“Your first wife will be pleased to see her rival. Her 
sense of importance will by no means be lessened and your 
love for her will be increased. All your desires in your first 
marriage are fulfilled. This one will only be a head-servant,” 
said she to her sleeping son. 

Kabeer turned and looked aghast. “One should feel 
inclined to be in the company of a woman whom one calls 
wife. The very sight of her is repulsive. You can’t think 
of her as both servant and wife.” 

‘After your first wife you can’t expect such beauty in the 
second, She’s not very ugly. There are uglier women living 
happily with their husbands. When you find her more 
useful and obedient you'll love her. It is usefulness that 
matters.” 

‘“You always have your own way. What do you want 
me to do after making me an object of laughter ?”’ 

“ Have I to tell you that after the marriage is over ?” 

“T hate to touch her. I can’t live with her.” 

Kabeer had never been so rude and obstinate. Zuhra 
thought she had said enough. 

“T did not mean any harm to you. If you don’t want 
her I shall have her for my service. You do as you like.” 
No reply coming she began again. “In spite of all our 
precautions she has come to us. It’s a matter of destiny. 
You can’t change it. No human hand can do it.” Zuhra left 
his room. 

Kabeer began to think about his mother’s words, his 
wife’s health, his inconveniences for the last nine months 
with no hopes of having a healthy wife in the future. 
Reading always bored him and thinking gave him a 
headache. So he released himself from his worries by 
sleeping soundly. 
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Zuhra asked the cook to make a bed for the bride in her 
room. 

‘Whose bride is she? Where’s the bridegroom ?”’ 
asked the cook. 

“You mind your own business. You have nothing to 
do with our family affairs.” 

“T have seen you buying clothes and jewels. I thought 
they were for Doulhan Begum. You gave her no present 
when she gave birth to a child. Other mothers-in-law 
overload their daughter-in-law with gifts, especially if she 
gets a boy.” 

“TY tell you not to interfere in our home affairs. If 
you open your mouth again I’ll sack you on the spot. Your 
position in the house is like that of this slipper. It must know 
its place and lie down there.” 

However the bed was made and the bride was laid on it. 
Munira, the bride, listened to all that took place. She 
had aspired all her life for marriage with no hope of getting 
it. Her last desire was to call herself a married woman. 
She would have been happy with the title even in a poor 
man’s house, but luck is blind. The wheel of fortune brings 
down the most deserving to earth and raises the vilest to the 
top. The one satisfaction was that she was married. Let the 
quarrels goon. Why should she care? 

If her features were the cause of her misfortune she 
could change it by her tact and spirit. She would not mind 
the work of a menial. She would work for her husband like a 
Russian soldier and win him. Let him love her or not so 
long as they lived like husband and wife. 

While these thoughts were passing in the mind of 
Munira, Zuhra who was sleeping on a cot opposite to hers 
said, ‘‘ You know what has happened to you? I did my best 
to plead for you but my obedient son has disobeyed me—the 
first time in his life. I am helpless. You have to make your 
way to win him. Even if he treats you like a khawas you 
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must be thankful to him. You have neither beauty nor 
wealth, which are the two considerations that make a man 
love a woman. Your only weapons are your strength and 
spirit, and though they are secondary ones you can make the 
best use of them. Your rival is seriously ill. He has been 
undergoing great suffering on account of her. It is up to you 
to exert and acquire the wealth a woman aspires for in the 
world. Many women in spite of their ugliness have been 
loved by their husbands.” : 

Munira had been thinking just the same thing. She 
made up her mind to put her ideas into practice forthwith. 

“ Go to the kitchen from tomorrow and see to the cook- 
ing. If you feed the brute he will want nothing else. Serve 
all his meals yourself. Don’t leave it to the cook. After all 
he is a hungry man. If you try to please him sincerely with- 
out thinkiag of your own interest your deficiencies will be 
overlooked.” , 

Early in the morning when Zuhra returned from her 
prayers she found the bride’s bed empty. She went to the 
kitchen and saw her busy preparing chapaties. As soon as 
she saw Zuhra she bent down her head. Zuhra was pleased 
to see her obeying implicitly and went to her room to keep 
an eye on her movements. She saw the bride carrying inthe 
tray with numerous dishes for breakfast. The strong and 
tempting smell of kichdi and fried kabab made Zuhra feel 
hungry. 

Kabeer came to the dining room, and seeing the ugly 
face of his wife turned his head. He pretended not to look 
at her and began eating. Munira not caring for his in- 
difference went to the kitchen and brought some more 
dishes. She arranged and rearranged them on the dustar- 
khuan. Kabeer was forced to look at the person who was 
interfering in the quarrel of his mouth and fingers. He 
looked at her as a grave master to punish her for her 
audacity. She gave a broad smile with closed lips, as all 


73 


those with projecting teeth do. Her smile was pleasing, her 
eyes shone. As a bride she was sweet with flowers, amber 
and sandal. She was wearing new and gorgeous clothes. 
Even an inhuman being would respond to such a smile. 
Kabeer was firm and did not smile, but he felt he was 
acting like a hypocrite. He had made her his wife, and 
for no fault of hers he was ill-treating her. He had been 
unjust to her. As for her features she was not responsible. 

After his breakfast he went to his mother, who seemed 
serious. She asked him when he had last seen the baby. 

“For the last three days I haven't been there.” 

“T sent the servant and got information of both the 
mother and the baby,”’ said she. 

“T might go there this evening.”’ 

Zuhra did not like the idea of his going there so soon. 
She wanted him to go there when things at home were more 
developed and his hatred for his new wife had lessened. 

“You are a bridegroom and are not expected to go 
out,”’ said she. She had confidence in the new girl’s tactics. 
She would make him yield to her in two or three days. Her 
own absence from home would enable them to be free. 

“T shall go there now. It makes no difference,” said 
she. 

Kabeer was repenting for what he had done. He 
thought that his treatment of her had been horrid, and 
nothing but yielding to her would make things up. So he 
said ‘‘ As you please.” 

Zuhra left the house after breakfast. Kabeer went to his 
room to sleep. 

Munira on the pretext of giving him fruit juice, which 
he had never taken in his life, went to his room with a glass 
in her hand. 

‘Please taste if the sugar is all right,” said she, holding 
it out to him with a smile. 

Kabeer sat up on his bed and took the glass from her 
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hand looking into her eyes. As his mother had said, she 
was not so very ugly. Youth and its charm were on her 
side. The rich blood running in her veins made even the 
dark complexion attractive. 

Zuhra returned home in the afternoon and found them 
in his room. Her plans which had fallen to earth only the 
night before had been fulfilled and quicker than she had 
expected. 

Munira running from his room helped her to carry her 
shawl and the pandan and asked if she wanted a hot drink 
as the journey might have made her tired. Zuhra was 
pleased with the voluntary offer of service. Before the order 
was given Munira ran to the kitchen and asked the cook to 
boil water for tea. She arranged the tray herself, carried 
it to her mother-in-law, put iteon a chair and made two 
cups of tea. 

“ For whom is the other? Has Kabeer finished his tea?” 

“Yes, but I shall give him one more hot cup. The 
evening is so cold, he’ll feel better with it,” said the new 
loving wite. 

‘Call him here. He can have it with me.” 

Munira disappeared for a long time. The tea was 
getting cold, but it did not displease the mother. It all 
added to the success of her own efforts. Finishing her cup 
of tea she asked the cook to remove the tray. 

“How is Akram?” said Kabeer paying his respects to 
his mother. 

‘He is lovely, smiles, tries to talk and goes to everyone, 
He is not timid or frightened of anybody. She is still the 
same, They say she is getting better and they will send 
her home next month. But I don’t think she’ll be well so 
soon. She breathes so fast one can hear the loud beating of 
her heart sitting near her. She’s pale and anaemic. She is 
a sight to make a healthy person sick. I told them not to 
hurry and follow the doctor’s advice strictly. I even said 
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they could keep her as many months as they liked.” 

“So they don’t know of this ?” said Kabeer. 

“T don’t think it has reached them; none of them 
behaved differently. We must congratulate ourselves on the 
clever way we’ve managed things. They are bound to know 
in a day or two. Our cook is enough to inform them. 
What a fright she gave me last night!” 

“Why ? What does it matterto her? Tell her not to 
mention it.” 

“T am not a coward like you to ask her. Let her talk 
Who cares now? Are you funky to face her? Ihave 
heard of people called henpecked husbands but now I can 
see one with my own eyes.” 

“Oh, no..... no, I shall tell her it was done in her 
own interest, atid to make her comfortable and to live long.” 

“Better put it another way. You did it because you 
couldn’t suffer any more. Ask her to come to her home when 
she is well.” 

‘‘That depends upon her parents,” said Kabeer. 

“Tf they don’t like to send her let them keep her for 
life. No woman will take the drastic step of separating 
herself from her husband,” said Zuhra. 

‘Many have done it.” 

“Tf you go into the details of their history you will 
always find something immoral. Modern girls do it but 
they are exceptions. What’ll you lose even if she refuses 
to come? If she really loves you she must he pleased 
with all that pleases and comforts you. The presence of an 
extra woman at home should not displease her. She was 
happy with the cook and she is hand and glove with her. 
Your fears are baseless. You will see that both of them 
will be happy.” 

Kabeer’s point had only one side where his mother was 
concerned. Whatever she said was an authorised fact, 
None could contradict it. He himself could not see beyond 
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it. Her arguments to him were sincere and right. After all 
man is man and woman is woman. Why should he not do 
anything he liked for his own comfort and happiness? He 
was not living for his wife’s happiness but his own. He was 
not going to discard her for life. What more could she want 
than food and shelter? His needs would be satisfied and her 
children brought up. If she was faithful to him she must be 
contented with her life. . 
The cook on the pretext of stomach-ache left the 
house after Zuhra’s return. Munira was busy with the 
dinner. Her experience in cooking was coming in handy. 
She believed not only in quantity but in quality and variation. 
She asked the cook indirectly how many dishes were prepared 
and what were the things Kabeer liked. Both Zuhra and 
Kabeer were pleased with her cooking, as the one liked 
quality and the other quantity. After her work was over 
Munira spent her time with her mother-in-law. Unlike her 
rival she either stitched her clothes or massaged her body. 
Old age was showing itself and she needed special attention. 
Till very late in the night she worked for her mother-in-law. 
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CHAPTER VII 


The cook was more fond of Nazni than of Zuhra, partly 
because of her beauty and partly for the tips she got now 
and then from her. The presence of a new woman at home 
and her connection with the master had given her brain rich 
food for digestion. She went straightto Nazni and sat down 
panting near her bed. 

‘“Why are you panting? What has happened to you?” 
asked Nazni’s mother. 

‘“T came running from Doulhan Begum’s house to give 
her a terrible piece of news,” said the cook. 

‘‘Ammajan was here the whole day. She did not say 
anything, How is he? What has happened to him?” 
interrupted Nazni anxiously. 

‘Has he come to see you?” said the cook proudly. 

“For the last four days he hasn’t been here,” said Nazni. 

‘Why would he come here? He has been enjoying his 
life with his new wife,” said the cook. 

‘What !...Who is she ?...When?...How is she?......” 
said Nazni puzzled, excited and breathing heavily. 

The mother was shocked not only by the news but also 
because it was broken so sharply to Nazni. She got up and 
giving a sign to the cook to follow moved towards the door. 
She wanted to know the details, but they would upset Nazni. 

‘Amma, don’t take her away. You'll killme! I want 
to hear more about it,” said Nazni, breathing heavily. 

“You shouldn't hear anything saddening in your 
present condition. He will not forgive me if your health is 
upset,” said the mother. 
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“There's nothing more saddening than what I have 
heard already. Nothing more will happen to me if I hear the 
details. I get the palpitation only when I talk. I promise 
you not to open my mouth, or put her questions,” said Nazni. 

The mother sat down reluctantly. After all Nazni knew 
the worst, and it would be better if she heard direct the 
treacherous ways of her husband. It would lessen her 
sorrow. 

‘When was he married ?”’ said the mother, while Nazni 
stared eagerly at the cook and prayed to God to make 
her say it was a lie and said for a joke. 

‘He was married yesterday morning. Both the mother 
and the son left home at about eleven o’clock. I thought 
they had gone to Nazni Begum,” said the cook. 

‘“‘Didn’t you suspect it before ? You were there day and 
night,’ said the mother. 

“Tf I had I would have informed you beforehand.” 

“Didn’t they buy jewels and clothes ?” © 

‘Yes, they did. I thought they were for Nazni Begum 
because she had given birth to a boy. I was hoping to get 
her old saries after she got them.” 

“They came here like beggars empty-handed on the 
day of Chilla,” said the mother. 

‘“Yes, I was here that day. I thought they wanted 
to give her presents after her return home,” said the cook. 

“When did the bride came home? Was he very 
pleased ?” interrupted Nazni. 

“You promised not to speak. I shall send the woman 
away if you don’t keep quiet,’’ said her mother. ‘‘Didn’t you 
hear them talking about it at home?’ She wanton. She 
wanted to hit upon those facts that would reveal Kabeer’s 
treachery. 

“They did everything so cunningly that even when they 
went for the Jalva I didn’t know. I was sleeping in the 
kitchen,” said the cook. 
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‘You must have known of it when the bride came 
home,” said the mother. 

‘No, not even then. Master came alone and asked me 
for water to drink. I asked him about Begum Sahib but he 
went to his room without answering,” said the cook. 

“How funny! When did she come?” asked the 
mother. 

“T slept again. I was awakened to make a bed for the 
bride in Begum Sahib’s room,” said the cook. 

“Why? Why there?” cried both the mother and the 
daughter. 

The mother looked a warning at Nazni. Nazni was 
pleased that the bride and Kabeer were not friendly. She 
guessed that he had not liked to take a second wife and it 
was his mother who had forced her on him. So she must 
leave her mother’s house at once to help him in his determi- 
nation. She must tell him that she would give her life at 
his feet. She would never go back to her parents. She 
admired his self-control and was anxiously waiting to get 
the proof of her guesses. 

“T was equally surprised, so I asked Begum Sahib 
whose bride she was and where was the bridegroom. She 
was furious and said if I said one word more she would 
sack me.” 

‘“‘Then what happened ?” 

Nazni’s hopes were still high. She was waiting for a 
favourable reply. 

‘‘T made the bed and laying the bride on it I went to 
sleep,” said the cook. 

‘So the bride and bridegroom are at sixes and sevens,”’ 
said the mother. 

‘‘T knew he would never remarry. Even when a woman 
is forced upon him he rejects her. He often said that the 
charm of my eyes had a magical effect on him and that he 
would never be able to look at another woman. Amma, 
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please let me go home with the cook. It doesn’t matter even 
if I die there.” 

Her mother looked at her sternly. 

“Nazni, why don’t you have patience and leave the 
thing to me? I have more experience in such matters. 
Whatever I do is in your interest. Every second minute you 
break your promise.” 

“Tt is not exactly that,” said the cook. “ In the morning 
when I was lighting the fire in the kitchen the bride came. I 
got a shock to see her. JI hadn’t seen her face inthe night.” 

‘Don’t tell us what happened to you. What took place 
there ?” said the mother. 

Nazni’s hopes were not yet shattered. Her only consol- 
ation was that her husband was faithful to her. The sin of 
getting him remarried was his mother’s. 

“She’s dark like Amavas. She has four long teeth. 
They don’t fall below as some have them but go up like this.” 
‘‘Oh woman, come to the point!” cried the mother. 

‘When I describe a person I do it fully.” 

“Don’t describe her but tell us what she did.” 

‘She has deep holes on her face.” 

“What, holes! Are they due to leprosy ?” 

‘“T don’t know what they are due to. Don’t you know, 
like those the night nurse has?” said the cook, who was bent 
upon exaggeration and irritation. 

“They are marks of smallpox. What happened then?” 
said the mother. 

‘She's fat like an elephant, and looks like this when she 
walks,”’ 

The mother could not help laughing. Nazni was over- 
joyed. She looked at her slim body and arms, touched her 
thin cheeks, and noticed her fair complexion by half closing 
her right eye and looking at her nose. A sense of superiority 
over her rival took root in her mind. 

‘‘Again you have started your rubbish,” said the mother. 
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“ Amma, dear, please let her say all she wants to. I feel 
happier,” said Nazni with the most pathetic appealing eyes. 
Her mother decided not to check the cook and let Nazni have 
a few happy minutes. 

“Come on with your narration. How does she walk ?” 
said the mother. This revived the cook’s spirits who was 
‘bent upon derision. She had tied over her bag a string with 
tiny bells. She removed it and tied it to her leg to imitate 
the silver jewels on the bride’s legs. She began to walk up 
and down the room with exaggerated gait and gestures, 
jingling the bells. Each movement made Nazni burst out 
laughing. 

‘ She has lots of leg-rings then ?”’ said the mother. 

‘Qh yes, three different kinds on each.” 

“ Did she bring them from her mother ?” 

“Tut! She’s a beggar like me, even poorer. She 
brought only a bundle of clothes, whereas I gave my 
daughter boxes, trunks, a chair and a cot. I went and 
examined her clothes. They are very ordinary ones like 
this.”’ 

“What more did your new bride bring ?” 

‘““Peesh! my new bride! Why she’s just fit to bring 
water for me to the lavatory. I was very fair and beautiful 
at her age. Even now! beat her any day. My Doulhan 
Begum is my dear mistress. I shall live and die for her. 
Why, I should have left the house long ago if she was not 


there,’’ said the cook, kissing Nazni’s feet. 

Nazni’s eyes were full of tears. At least there was one 
person in that house to feel sympathy for her. 

‘* What happened after she came to the kitchen ?”’ 

‘““She asked me about the meals and the dishes cooked 
for each, especially what things master liked. I was furious 
and felt like pulling her hair and kicking her out of the 
house, but I only asked why the devil she wanted to know all 
that. I had more right to keep them sacred to my heart, 
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having served there for so long. I said that she was a 
newcomer so she should obey me.” 

“Then what did she say ?” 

‘“‘ She said that she was not a servant but master’s wife. 
I asked her then why didn’t she come with him and why 
did she sleep in his mother’s room ?” 

‘What did she say? Now give us the exact words, ”’ 

‘“‘She said that master after looking at her face on the 
takhat left the place without a word,” said the cook. 

“Just because she was ugly he left her. Otherwise- he 
would have brought her quite happily,” said the mother. 

“Then the mother-in-law brought her and pleaded for 
her to the master but he refused to accept her.” 

“ Didn’t I tell you, Amma? He’s not a man like that,” 
interrupted Nazni. 

“Wait a minute. What happened then?” said the 
mother, 

“What a treacherous woman your- mother-in-law is! 
She persuaded the bride to do her best to win him. She. 
asked her to cook and serve all his meals and see to his 
needs,” 

“‘Did she do all that? Did he speak to her?’’ said the 
mother. 

“She served the breakfast but came back to me with 
tears and said that he did not even look at her. She ran in 
with another tray and did not say a word after that.” 

‘So he still does not talk to her?” said Nazni. 

‘Soon after Begum Sahib left home she made orange 
juice and took it tohim. I told her that he did not like it 
but she wouldn’t listen to me. She disappeared till two 
o'clock. Then she came back all smiles. The lunch was 
ready. She took it for him. She gave him tea. When the 
mother-in-law came she ran to her and helped her and gave 
her tea without being asked.”’ 

The mother and daughter looked at each other 
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meaningly. Nazni felt a pain at her heart. She began to 
cry. She needed an outlet for her pain. 

The cook was suddenly frightended. ‘ Bibi,” she said, 
“if you give them my name for telling you about it they 
will sack me.” 

‘Not only will you lose your job but there’ll be no one to 
look after Nazni in that house. You are safe with us. We 
shall protect you,” said the mother, and hurried out of the 
room to fetch medicine. She went to Doulath -Khan to 
consult him about the medicine. She was not allowed to do 
anything by herself. Meanwhile one by one the whole 
family entered the room. The father came himself with a 
dose of medicine and administered it immediately. 

“Why did she get it so suddenly? What did you tell 
her?” said the father, seeing the still trembling cook. 

“That wouldn’t to her any harm. It is her disease,’ 
said the cook. 

Doulath Khan’s presence revived Nazni. She thought 
that her father had come to punish the culprit and revenge 
her. Tears were still falling from her eyes. 

‘‘T don’t want this lacha and the bangles any more,” 
said she and pulled it from her neck. 

“The bangles are ours. You have worn them from the 
time you were born. What’s the matter ?” 

No one answered. 

‘Why don’t you say what you did to her?” he said to 
the cook. 

‘I told her that master has remarried.” 

‘So she’s killing herself for that. It’s a wonder he did 
not do it earlier,” was the calm reply. 

‘“What! He has remarried !”” screamed the grandmother. 

‘Leave her to me. I shall look after her. All of you go 
out,” said he. 

Some obeyed the command immediately and some 
hesitated to leave the place of excitement. When the cook 
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left the room all followed her to get first-hand information 
from her. They took her to the dining room. She was an 
important personage. Allof them either sat or stood round 
her and put similar questions. The cook repeated every item 
with more exaggeration. Every second or third sentence was 
followed by an assurance that she did not know of it earlier 
or she would have informed them all about it in time. The 
event gave them a matter to discuss for months, and to gather 
information from the place through other sources. 

Nazni’s elder brother came home. The little ones ran to 
him and shouted. 

‘‘Doula Bhai (Kabeer) has got another bride! Apa is 
crying. She was dying. Bavajan is still in her room. He 
sent us all out.” . 

He went straight to Nazni’s room and knocking on the 
door entered it. His father was sitting on Nazni’s bed. 
Nazni looked like a corpse. He sat on the chair. 

‘How do you feel now ?”’ said he. 

“I'm all right. Nothing’ll happen to me even if you 
kill me. There are many more sufferings reserved for me,” 
said Nazni with tears in her eyes. 

‘“Why do you cry as if all-of us were dead? I would 
sacrifice my life to make you happy and to serve you. Your 
wailing won’t help you or help us. He has acted treacher- 
ously. We must punish him for it,” said the brother. 

“T am asking her to get herself cured first. When she 
is well we can decide whether to send her there or not. If 
she still wants to go to him let her. We are ready to help 
her and support her either way,”’ said the father. 

“Never think of going to that brute, a coward, a cad, a 
puppet in his mother’s hands. He thinks of his cleverness 
too much but I have never met such a dunce. It’s a disgrace 
to go to him when he stabbed you in the back. Live with us 
happily. We will file a suit against him and get your mahar 
and maintenance for both,” ejaculated the brother. 
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Nazni liked her brother’s sympathy, but she was sad 
because of the vulgar words he used about her husband. But 
on second thoughts her brother was right. She had lost 
him and in that loss she had found a loving and supporting 
brother. What more did she want than her own people? 

“Going or not going there we shall leave for a later date. 
Let her decide when she feels stronger. Our house welcomes 
her under any circumstances. Nothing serious has happened 
to her, It’s her imagination. On the other hand she will be 
more free from the home responsibilities,” said Doulath 
Khan. He knew the human heart. 

“She can’t decide anything in her present state of 
health,” said he again. 

The brother’s anger had cooled down. He listened to his 
father. He always admired his forethought and sound 
judgment, yet the sight of the weeping sister made him 
say, ‘He is a rogue and a cad. He did it without her 
permission, when she’s in bed.” 

‘Often second marriages take place without the first 
wife’s knowledge,” said Doulath Khan. “It is neither 
uncommon nor a sin according to social injunctions. He 
has every liberty to do it. Her precarious health gave 
him a good excuse. Men with the polygamous instinct 
fish for an excuse. The minute they find one even if it is 
not a reasonable one they interpret it in such a way that 
any stranger hearing it puts the whole blame in the oppo- 
site party. They know the first wife would not permit it so 
they do it on the sly. Some first wives go themselves and 
get it done.” 

‘“‘ He was forced by his mother to do it. Even when the 
woman was brought home without his permission he refused 
to look at her. So she asked her to make her way,” said 
Nazni despairingly. 

Doulath Khan expected his daughter to side with her 
husband in spite of his action. He was pleased with her 
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careful expressions. Nazni’s love for her husband was blind. 
A separation from him or hatred for him should be by her 
own decision. 

‘What gives me more pain is that he did it on the sly. 
He came here almost every day and never said even a word 
about it,” said she again. 

‘You wouldn’t have permitted him. He knew the 
futility of approaching you for it. Don’t bother about it. 
He will tell us now when everything is over and there’s no 
fear that we'll prevent it. It’s a mistake to think that he did 
it without your permission. Your dignity is wounded as he 
didn’t give you as much importance as you give to yourself. 
The thing has taken place without your permission and it 
would have taken place with it. It matters nothing.” 

‘Why didn’t you do it with all your money, and why are 
many others contented with one wife ?” asked the brother. 

‘“My dear son, the number of such men is not great. 
Those who develop a power of thinking impartially, and see 
the harmful consequences of plurality of wives, remain con- 
tented. Some remain single all their lives because they know 
the responsibilty and their inability to fulfil it.” 

“ Knowing that he has more money than he needs, that 
his life is idle and that he is not a thinker, why did you 
give her in marriage to him?” 

“Your mother and grandmother are more responsible 
for this catastrophe. They had no peace of mind and rest 
till they got it done. Every rejection of an offer by me 
brought on a new quarrel at home. Knowing that I find fault 
with new men they decided almost everything between them- 
selves this time. I gave my consent to satisfy them. It was 
a mistake.” 


Nazni was feeling extremely tired and the philosophical 
discussion between them made her feel sleepy. 

The cook had gone, and the ladies, finding their excite- 
ment diminishing thought of going to Nazni to get fresh 
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matter for discussion. The grandmother gently opened the 
door and entered the room. The mother followed suit. 

‘“Don’t say anything to her,’ said Doulath Khan. 
“You people can’t understand when to talk and what to say. 
He is married. You can’t make him divorce his wife by 
unnecessary discussion.”’ 

“We know it. We have not grown our grey hair in 
the hot sun,” said grandmother emphatically. 

‘‘ That’s why she was bad,” said the father. 

“Your wife was with her all the time. I came just one 
minute before you,” said grandmother. 

Doulath Khan looked at his wife. “ Allof you sail in 
the same boat. Let her be left with the nurse for some 
days.”’ 

“As if the nurse is more loving than we,” said 
grandmother. 

“You don’t understand what I say but take it amiss,” 
said he, and left the room. The son also followed him. 

The grandmother sat comfortably on Nazni’s bed and 
put her hand over her forehead. Nazni began crying noise- 
lessly. 

“Don’t cry. God ought not to have shown you these 
days so soon, especially when you are bedridden. What kind 
of aman ishe? Heisa beast. Other husbands don’t think 
of their lives when their wife is ill,” said grandmother. 

‘Don’t mention his name any more inthis house. Let 
us think of him no more. After what he has done she can’t 
forget us for him,’ said mother. 

‘I don’t want to go there. There’ll be none to ask me 
whether I ate or not,” cried Nazni, who knew nothing more 
of love than that. 

‘““The cook said both of them are very happy, so your 
presence there will annoy them,” said grandmother. 

“Don’t talk of those things. Let her forget she was 
married,” said mother. 
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“Tam not saying anything to her. She herself says 
that she’ll not go there” said granny. 

“How can I forget, Amma? When I think of Akram 
my heart breaks,” said Nazni. 

“ He can live with us as one of our children. His father 
has no right to take him till he is seven years old,’ said 
mother. 

‘After bringing him up for seven years I have to give 
him to be tortured by his stepmother.” 

‘‘ How badly stepmothers treat their step-children! We 
have seen with our own eyes a woman scarring her step 
daughter’s feet with burning wood,” said granny. 

Nazni with tears in her eyes was thinking of Akram 
being beaten by his father and scarred by his stepmother. 
The nurse entered with food and asked them all to clear 
away. Doulath Khan had given her strict orders. 

In the night the whole family was as quiet as if someone 
was dead. Nazni had a restless night in spite of a sleeping 
dose. The report of her health was given to Doulath Khan 
in the morning. The day nurse was reengaged. 

Kabeer did not know that the cook had already created 
mischief. In the morning he went to see her and his son. 
He intended to reveal the secret tactfully after preparing the 
ground for it. 

‘“‘No one’s allowed in the room,’ said the nurse to 
Kabeer. 

‘Why? What has happened? How is she?” 

“She's having temperature. The condition of her heart 
has caused anxiety.” 

‘I have every right to see my‘wife if she’s not well. No 
one can prevent me,” said he. 

‘Wait a minute please. I'll ask her father’s permission. 
I shall be held responsible if anything goes wrong.” 

‘*Damn you and her father.” 

She closed the door and disappeared. 
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Kabeer stood thinking. Has she come to know of it? 
How could she? The cook was not well; she would not have 
come here. She resumed her duty this morning. It might 
be the usual relapse. He felt like going back without 
seeing her, but sin makes a man a coward. He decided 
to stay. 

The nurse went to Doulath Khan and informed him 
of Kabeer’s arrival. He was puzzled. He could not treat 
him ill, It might mean lifelong suffering for his daughter. 

“‘ Don’t let the patient cry,” he said at length. 

‘‘She’s getting crazy and cries for nothing. You keep 
an eye on her when he is there.” 

The master’s warning increased the nurse’s curiosity. 
She opened the door and putting a chair for Kabeer, planted 
herself in the next room. 

“How are you? The nurse said you are worse and 
no one’s allowed in your room,’’ said he. 

‘* What do you care for my health ?” 

Kabeer had never known her to be sarcastic. She was 
annoyed because he had not seen her for the last four days. 

“Who wants to know of ycu if not I? Havel not 
cared for you without caring for myself? Have I not 
suffered alone all these months while you have been enjoy- 
ing yourself in your parents’ house? Am I not living .the 
life of a sanyasi, thinking of you, praying for you and crying 
for your sufferings? I am not lucky enough even to have 
my own son with me, for whom I am ready to give my life.’ 

‘Now you have someone else to care for.” 

This was unexpected. It was of no use to ask her 
about the informant. There was no way out. He was caught. 
The only thing he could do was to condemn the newcomer 


down right. 

‘“Phoo! What a silly person you are to think that 
I care for that wretched negress. I hate to see her face. 
I didn’t know that you were so foolish.” 
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‘But Ammajan asked her to exert her influence on you 
and to win you. You were with her for hours in your 
room,” interrupted Nazni. 

‘That's rubbish. Who told youall that? You come 
to know of things about me before I know them myself. 
I’m the master of my mind. Noone can make me change 
unless I want to. Why don’t you allow me to tell you? 
Then you can ask anything you want to know,” said 
Kabeer. 

Nazni began to feel despondent. It was foolish~to 
put questions in between. Her hesitation gave Kabeer 
his chance. 

“Do you know I locked myself in my room? I had 
a quarrel with Ammajan for having brought her 
home. When you see her you will understand why. 
She’s not suitable even to wash your bathroom. I am 
surprised that you compare yourself with her. There’s 
no one in the whole world to take your place in my 
heart. How can it be? None possesses even a hundredth 
part of your beauty. God has specially made you with 
His own hand and chosen me to enjoy that boon. I don’t 
know how I deserve it. I am a-loss to know why it pleased 
God to grant you to me.” 

Kabeer was the only man she had seen in her life. The 
poor girl fell an easy prey to his open flattery. She thought 
that she would be unjust and cruel to him if she tried to make 
him sad. The woman who makes her husband sorry goes to 
the Seventh Hell where the fire burns eternally. She is burnt 
alive and is recreated and burnt again. This process goes on 
for ever even after the Day of Judgment. Tears were 
generously falling from her charming eyes. She did not 
know whether they were in sympathy for her suffering 
husband or in her own interest. 

‘Ts life with you possible for me now? I am afraid of 
going there,” said she sadly. 
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“‘If you ask how your life is possible without me, there’s 
some sense in it. I have answered already. I can live with 
no one but you. She’s only a head cook and your servant 
as well as mine.” 

“You got married without telling me. I was thinking 
that you hide nothing from me.” 

“It was again because of your health. I came to tell 
you how it all happened but someone has already misrepre- 
sented it.” 

“You did not care to see me after it. It is five days 
since you came.” 

“Tt was due to you and in your interest. I had tried to 
persuade mother not to bring an extra woman into the house. 
She said you were coming home next month and she wanted 
you to have complete rest. You don’t know how she adores 
you. One servant was not enough for you and Akram. By 
the by, did you tell her that you were coming soon?”’ 

“Yes, mother told Ammajan.”’ 

‘“‘That’s why she was bent upon getting her soon. She 
wanted to train her in advance. When you come home 
you'll have nothing to do.” 

“If you wanted to remarry why didn’t you get a 
decent woman ?” 

‘‘ Because she will demand equal rights and status with 
Nazni felt that all she had heard was true. His regard 
for her was constant. 

‘Did the cook come to see you? She is very fond of 
you. Who wouldn't be? She was wanting to come here 
yesterday evening.” 

Nazni was in a fix. She had promised not to mention 
her name. Kabeer realised that she was the culprit. No 
answer coming he said, ‘‘Do your people know of it ?” 

“Yes, every one.” 

“What did your father say ?”’ 
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“He said my health is more important and he leaves it 
to me to decide whether to go back or not.” 

‘“‘He’s a sensible man and your well wisher. Obey him 
implicitly. You will never repent it.”’ 

“But Bhai is against my going back to you. He was 
very angry. I felt so sad to hear him.” 

“He’s a fool. What does he know of the world and 
my love of you? If he had loved you as I do he would 
have felt for my feelings. These young men after learning 
a few words of English think too much of themselves. Our 
sense of justice and our ways of love are more reliable than 
those of the immitators of the West. They have illegal 
connections with many and yet believe in their fidelity. 

Nazni was admiring the philosophy of her husband. 
She thought that God had created him with unique talents 
and had bestowed this personage on her. 

“Yes, he was angry at first. After hearing father his 
anger cooled down and he didn’t open his mouth till he left 
the room,’’ said she. 

‘What do the ladies say ?’’ 

‘Granny was crying and asked why God had to show 
me these bad days so soon.” ; 

“Tell her that there’s nothing bad in it. You'll have one 
extra servant to serve you. What did you say?” 

“T also cried, thinking of Akram and how he'll be 
ill-treated by his stepmother.” 

“So you are the only person who is responsible for his 
birth? I have nothing to do with him. His is my first-born 
and is a source of pride and pleasure to me. You'll have to 
cry for him when [ die. I’m ready to give my life for him 
as Babar did for Humayun.” 

That was the only instance in the whole history of India 
he remembered. He thanked his memory. 

“You'll have other children.” 

‘Don’t you know that a throne is given only to the first 
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son? Others work under him like servants. When are you 
coming back? I live a lonely and sad life. Ammajan could- 
n’t see me unhappy. She wouldn’t have brought that ugly 
woman if you had been at home.” 

‘‘T used to come here only for the day. This time I 
came because I was not well,’”’ said Nazni. 

“Tf you were ill my mother was there to look after you. 
Is your mother the only person who loves you ?”’ 

‘When I was ill your mother never came to see me, 
whereas my mother hardly leaves me.” 

“My mother’s love is reasonable. She supplies all your 
needs and keeps information of your health. What more 
does your mother do?” 

“When you are ill her treatment is quite different.” 

“So you grudge the little pleasure she gives me. You 
ought to be pleased with it. What does your mother do to 
me when I am ill?” 

‘She can’t do it because she is Gosha in front of you.” 

‘Even if she were not she wouldn’t do so much as she 
does for you.” 

“*That’s what I say and that’s why I came here.” 

Kabeer thought that the matter needed some more time 
and flattery, though it meant a great strain. 

“You are not bad by nature. Your people spoil you 
and will break your home. They sent for you almost every 
day but you refused to go there and stayed with me. Don’t 
listen to anybody and as soon as youcan come home. This is 
your mother’s house. Your home is longing to have you.” 

‘‘T am having fever and there are two nurses to look 
after me.” 

“Bring them with you. We shall send them here once 
a month for their salary.” 

He got up and was trying to go but sat down quickly. 
“T can’t go without seeing my son,” said he. He rang the 
bell. The nurse came. ‘Bring Akram soon.” 
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‘“‘Baby’s nurse won't let me bring him to a sick person's 
room. She’s having fever.” 

“You are an owl. The fever is in her body not.in the 
room.” 

The nurse smiled at the ignorance of the man. ‘What 
makes you laugh? Go bring him soon.” 

The nurse left the room and returned after five minutes. 

“The baby is sleeping,” said she. 

‘He sleeps at this time. He wakes at five when they 
get up for prayer,” said Nazni. . 

Kabeer got up with a sigh. ‘If he were in my house I 
would have kissed him in his bed. I go leaving my heart 
here.” 

‘‘Come to-morrow to see me,” said the poor wretch 
in bed. 

All the doubts that Nazni had entertained were solved. 
He had been married, without her permission because of her 
health. She found that her husband loved Akram more than 
she did. Her fear of losing his love and care was baseless. 
He loved her more thant ever and she would now have more 
comfort. She felt sorry that because of her love for her 
parents a new pers@f had had to be brought into her home. 

Kabeer on his way home was very thoughtful. He was 
highly gratified by his success in dealing with an awkward 
position. He thought over the discussion and his flat denial 
of having had any connection with the new wife. He made 
up his mind to keep his word, not to live with her and to 
try and get a decent woman in the future to wipe away the 
disgrace caused by this pariah woman. 

Nazni’s words..' Why didn’t you get a decent woman?” 
rang in his ears, 3’ 
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CHAPTER VIII 


Zuhra’s prohibition was not of much avail. Kabeer 
determined to see Nazni and particularly Akram, in whose 
praise she was very liberal. On the pretext of going to 
office he left home and drove to his father-in-law’s house. 
Zuhra made enquiries in the office and found her son absent. 

‘“‘ Where did you disappear from the office ?” 

“T had an intuition of her illness and to my surprise she 
is seriously ill,” said Kabeer. 

““T see, you are a prophet. You can do wonders by 
your prophecy. Her sickness is not an unusual thing. She 
gets many attacks without your intuition,” said she. 

“She was getting better but this is a sudden one.” 

‘* All her attacks are sudden.” 

“This one is due to the recent incident. She knows 
more about it than myself.” ‘s 

“You are a wonderful man who keeps less information 
than a woman.” 

Kabeer was annoyed but could not retaliate. Her words 
were sarcastic. He thanked his stars that he never spoke 
to her in the presence of his wife. 

“She knows more about yourself and that negress’s 
conspiracy to entice me.” 

“ What do you mean by conspiracy ?, You talk without 
meaning. I am a conspirator against whom ?” 

Kabeer thought it wise to change the subject. 

“‘ She has hada serious attack with fever. They have agair 
engaged two nurses. I asked her to come home,” said Kabeer 

The coming home of the sickly Nazni taxed Zuhra’ 


96 


brain more than the former stimuli. Moreover she could 
not forget the contemptuous title ‘‘ Negress ” for her favourite 
daughter-in-law. 

“ How can she come here if she is seriously ill?” 

‘‘T asked her to bring the nurses with her.” 

Zuhra’s fury knew no limit. 

‘Are you mad? What has happened to you? You 
behave like a lunatic! Those nurses don’t eat our food. 
You'll have to cook their meals.” 

‘If they care for their job they’!l eat anything they get. 
I told her to send them to her father for their remuneration,” 
said Kabeer. 

Zuhra was pleased with her son’s wisdom in sending the 
nurses for their pay to Doulath Khan. 

‘We had the bitter experience of keeping a servant from 
their house. To have two English women here will involve 
unsurmountable difficulties. Let her come here when she is 
quite well. You are not in need of her. That wretched 
cook must have informed her of the details of the wedding. 
We'll have to treat her as a spy in this house.” 

To Zuhra there was nothing like love between Kabeer 
and Nazni. When he had a wife at home there was 
absolutely no need for him to think of Nazni. 

‘Yes, she is the person who created the mischief there. 
I had to rack my poor brain to bring her round.” 

‘T’ll warn her strictly not to step in that house any 
more.” 

Jamila was anxious to go to her mother for her third 
confinement. Her parents-in-law were against it. They 
said it was beneath them to send her there for all her 
deliveries. Zuhra was of opinion that the third confinement, 
is dangerous. Apart from that a baby boy in the third 
delivery undoubtedly meant the loss of one of the parents of 
the newcomer. She sent letters and even escorts to Jamila’s 
place, to no avail. 
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Jamila’s home was ina village. There was a hospital 
for men with two nurses who went round from home to home 
to attend to the women. Arumour was rife that only the 
lucky few survived the catastrophe. The nurse, being 
informed by Jamila of the tragical consequences of the third 
delivery, told the parents-in-law the seriousness of the case 
and its alarming symptoms. The news melted the heart of 
Jamila’s monogamous husband. He pleaded for her and the 
old couple agreed to the proposal, against their will and to 
the great loss of their prestige. 

‘Are you not going to receive Jamila to-day at the 
station?” said Zuhra. 

“‘T can’t. I shall send Mustafa,” said Kabeer. 

‘You don’t mind going to your wife many times un- 
necessarily, but to go to your only sister once in a way you 
can’t. Your valuation of a sister is nothing in comparison 
to your wife.” ; 

Kabeer took the car near the compartment to save 
the trouble of screening Jamila all along the ‘long 
platform. 

‘‘A penny for your thoughts, Bhai. You seem quite 
changed,” said Jamila. 

“Do I?” said Kabeer. 

“Ts anything the matter ?”’ 

“Oh, nothing.” 

‘Perhaps Bhabi’s health has upset you.” 

‘May be.” 

Kabeer instead of following his sister into the house 
got down near the office to avoid her meeting with the new 
wife. He knew that she loved Nazni, and that she would 
revolt and condemn his action. 

‘‘ Hai, hai, who’s that? The children will be frightened 
to see her. I’m not allowed to see ugly faces. Ask her to 
go away from. there!” ejaculated Jamila to Zuhra who was 
standing behind the door to receive her daughter. Munira 
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was also anxious to see her sister-in-law and was standing 
at a distance behind her mother-in-law. 

“Keep quiet! Don’t exaggerate your condemnation,” 
whispered Zuhra as her daughter bent down to pay her 
respects. 

“Bot who is she? She can’t be a servant with all those 
jewels and grand clothes. What has happened to the old 
cook ?”’ 

‘Don’t call her a servant. She’s your sister-in-law.” 

“My sister-in-law! My sister-in-law! Don’t pull my leg. 
She’s the most beautiful creature in the world,” said Jamila 
with open mouth and eyes. 

“She’s your second sister-in-law. You shouldn't 
condemn God’s creation.” 

Since her daughter’s marriage Zuhra could tolerate her 
remarks and humour her fancies, just the opposite of her 
attitude to Kabeer. 

‘““ What madness to have a woman of that type and call 
her a sister-in-law. Where was the need of such a creature 
when you had the most superb woman at’ home? How did 
Bhai approve of her? He’s blind.” 

“He refused downright to accept her. Even my 
pleading had no effect on him. He just tolerates her. Don’t 
try to prejudice his mind again.” 

Turning round to see if Munira was still there Zuhra 
saw her frightened look. She had overheard them. 

“It is getting late. Go and see to the lunch,” said 
Zuhra to Munira. 

The poor creature obeyed her mother-in-law meekly. 
She went to the kitchen and started work vigorously. But her 
thoughts returned to Jamila’s contemptuous words and she 
shed a few bitter tears. For a moment she felt she must 
show her indignation, but said to herself that Jamila being 
rich and beautiful had every right to call her names. 

Zuhra took Jamila to her room. 


99 


“You seem more angry with the poor woman than your 
brother ?” 

‘‘Couldn’t you have got a better woman? People will 
say you picked up a woman from the gutter because no one 
was willing to give him a girl. Suppose my people did the 
same. How would you feel?” 

‘Why should they do it to you? You are not sick and 
bedridden. We did our best in our first choice and 
everyone was pleased. This we did only for our comfort, not 
for others’ opinion. We are quite happy and you'll feel the 
same in course of time,” said Zuhra. 

‘‘T can’t help laughing when I see her face.” 

‘Don’t look at her face. I never do. I just command 
and get work done.” 

“You could have engaged an extra servant.” 

“No servant would be so cheap or useful. She’s here 
day and night. She feels this is her house and the work 
is hers. That makes all the difference.” 

Kabeer came from the office thinking that he had 
given them enough time, but found his mother and sister still 
discussing the unpleasant topic. His mother left the room as 
she saw him. 

‘Bhai, now I know the cause of your moods. I was 
surprised to see how you'd changed,’ said Jamila in sincere 
sympathy for him. 

“You aren't changed after your marriage.” 

‘You weren’t changed after your first wedding.” 

‘This one has brought me nothing but disgrace and 
sorrow. I must fight it out. But then I don’t know what to 
do.” 

“It is no good saying you'll fight it out now. You 
ought to have done that before it took place.’ 

‘I’m fed up. I have to say something to mother, some- 
thing else to her, quite a different thing to the negress. Oh 
I’m disgusted.” 
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‘“You’ve given her an appropriate title. I’ve been 
wondering these two hours what to call her.” 

‘‘ Negresses don’t have long teeth, so ape is better. She’s 
mother’s favourite and she’s benefited by my name. My ideas 
of a wife are quite different.” 

‘‘Why don’t you make mother understand your ideas ?” 

‘‘She’s changed from the day I was married. We 
never talk freely now. She misunderstands me in every- 
thing. I obey her implicitly without caring for the 
consequences.” : 

‘“Mother’s old fashioned. She can’t differentiate 
between a daughter-in-law and a servant. My parents-in- 
law aren’t rich yet I don’t cook at home. Cleaning of the 
house and children’s work’s enough for me.” 

‘‘ Ammayjan has been a cook all her life. How could she 
tolerate others not being so? One reason why I yielded to 
her proposal of remarriage was her health. She can never 
be handled roughly. She will have to be treated like an 
aged woman all her life.”’ 

‘It seems barbarous to have more than one wife.” 

‘When one is fed up with life one can have any 
number of them. I shall do what I think fit for myself here- 
after.” 

“Your best way is not to act independently but to 
co-operate with mother. Change her instead of suiting your- 
self to her temparament.”’ 

‘Does Bhabi know of it? What did she do, poor thing ?” 


““What’ll she do but cry? I made her believe that 
I hate the negress and still love her.” 

‘She’s an innocent girl and good hearted too. She's 
very sweet. Even her people are polite and well behaved in 
spite of their wealth. Ask Bhabito come home. We shall 
sack this one. Her mahar won’t be much.” 

‘Mother wouldn’t allow you to do that. She needs a 
servant.” 
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““Do you think that Munira will live like a servant 
all her life? Once she gets children she’ll fight and demand 
equal rights with Bhabi.” 

“That is another consideration which never struck me. 
Let Ammajan bear the consequences.” 

“You can’t escape so easily. You'll bear the brunt of it 
more than anybody else.” 

“Oh goodness, you inake it all the more difficult for me,” 
said Kabeer desperately. 

“‘Come for lunch, Jamila,” said Zuhra, who did not feel 
it beneath her dignity to call them for food. If there were her 
son and daughter-in-law talking she would have asked the 
servant. 

“How many delicious dishes she has prepared! The 
very sight of the dastarkuan is tempting. Even a person 
without an appetite would yield,” said Zuhra, forgetting the 
help she had given in the preparation. 

T can’t do these things any more. There must be some- 
one to look to the food and to entertain guests,” said she 
again. 

Both brother and sister were extremely pleased at the 
sight of the grand and appetizing food and realised the truth 
of Zuhra’s statement. 

“Taste this one, how delicious itis. Even I couldn't 
have made it so well,” said Zuhra, who knew how to bring 
round an opponent. 

“She can cook. There’s no doubt about it,” said Jamila 
condescendingly. 

‘“‘She’s a hundred times better than the cook, and much 
less expensive,” said Zuhra. 

“ Cooking is not only thing that we have to think of. 
The whole house is dirty. Look at the cobwebs in the 
corners. Why, all the things in the rooms are covered by 
them. Dust is an inch deep everywhere. The cook must 
be made to clean these things. If both of them are left 
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in the kitchen after some time the food will not be 
up to the mark,” said Jamila, who had been trained in 
her husband’s house. He was a high official and she 
often met ladies of different communities including the 
missionaries. 

Kabeer wanted to say that from the time Nazni left 
home it was neglected, but dared not in the presence of his 
mother. 

“That woman knew nothing and did nothing but stand 
near a cupboard or a chest of drawers for hours witlra 
piece of cloth to show people that she worked. What’s there 
todo every day? Ina kitchen the fruit of one’s labour is 
shown. Allidle mongers take to nominal duties. One can 
judge a person by the kind of work he assumes,” said 
Zuhra sarcastically. ' 

‘IT do nothing but cleaning of the house and children. 
There’s a lot to be done in that way. Who comes to know 
of cooking? It is the house that’s seen by all. Let one 
of them cook and the other see to these things,” said Jamila. 

In Zuhra’s view nothing in the world was so difficult 
and important as cooking. 

‘Feed, clothe and on top of that pay the cook and 
give her the easiest work! You seem to have a very strong 
sense of justice. The animosity of a sister-in-law is a 
proverb but now I see it with my own eyes. How is it that 
you treat her so differently from the other? Is it because 
she’s dark ?”’ 

Jamila realised the truth of Kabeer’s complaint. Her 
mother was changed. She hated her first daughter-in-law, 
who had won Kabeer’s love and was responsible for the less 
regard he had shown to his mother. Jamila thought it 
was useless to persuade her mother of her new ideas but 
determined to get the work done through the cook. 

‘*Give a bath to the children and wash their clothes,” 
said Jamila to the cook. 
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’ “T have to cook. Who'll give you food?” was the 
haughty reply. 

“Munira does the cooking. You needn’t keep her 
company. Do the washing and grinding masala. That's 
the only difficult thing in the kitchen,” said Jamila. The 
cook retired grumbling. 

“Til bathe the children, you do the cooking,” 
said Munira. 

Jamila was a problem to her. She had been against her 
from the day of her arrival, but she resolved to win her. She 
gave Jamila’s two daughters their bath, dressed them, 
combed their hair and washed their clothes. 

Jamila was listening to their appreciation of Munira’s 
work. 

‘When the cook bathes me my head and body burn. I 
won’t have a bath if she gives it. Munira must bathe me,” 
said her daughter. She had long and curly hafr and it was 
the most difficult thing for Jamila to combit. The gir] had 
neither patience to sit still nor to bear the pain. She would 
often cry and her mother would slap her. 

“Look at my nice hair. I don’t get it combed by you. 
I didn’t cry. She told mea shaitan’s story,” said the girl 
again. 

Jamila was pleased. She was waiting to comb her hair. 
Munira entered the room. 

“The water is ready for your bath. I thought you would 
like it. You don’t look quite well. It'll do you good.” 

Jamila felt pity for her and understood why her mother 
liked her. Zuhra was not an easy person to please. Except 
her own children she was horrid to everybody. She pictured 
the lovely presents Nazni had sent for herself and the 
children. She knew that Kabeer never gave his wife any 
money yet she managed to send many things. While she 
was having her bath these ideas were crowding her mind and 
her pity for Munira dwindled. , 


104 


‘Shall I wash your hair and back ?”’ said Munira, enter- 
ing the bathroom. 

“Till do it. I’m used to it.” 

“You'll feel tired. When my sisters were expecting 
they often said they were exhausted after a bath. I used to 
wash their hair. It makes no difference if I do it to you.” 

‘You've been busy with the children the whole morning. 
The cook’ll spoil the meal. Ammajan’ll be furious. Don’t 
bother about me. I’m all right,” said Jamila. 

“TI gave her instructions and I’ve been supervising the 
curries.”’ 

Munira began washing her hair. She gave Jamila her 
bath, helped her in dressing, combed her hair and dried it 
with incense. 

“There'll be a lot of extra work when the baby comes, 
Ammajan is too old to do it all,” said Jamila feeling 
fresh after her bath, 

‘T used to do the work at the time of my sister’s confine- 
ments. You needn’t be worried. 1’! look after the children 
as well.” 

“T’ll engage a woman to help you.” 

“I'll manage everything without anybody’s help.” 

“The children are very fond of you. I’m not at all 
worried about them.” 

Munira gave a big smile. She felt proud of her contri- 
vance in winning ler sister-in-law. 

Jamila averted her face to avoid any unpleasant feeling 
re-entering her heart. 

‘““Munira says that she’ll look after me and the children 
during the days of confinement,” said Jamila to her mother. 

‘You'll see more of her goodness in course of time. 
I didn’t know comfort in this house all my life. Now 
I understand what a blessing itis. Why don’t you call 
her Bhabiman? Even your children call her by her name. 
She'll love you more if you respect her,” said Zuhra. 
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“When I go home I'll make a nice joada (dress) 
for her.” 

“Why do you want to make a new one? Give her 
your old clothes.” 

‘*T want to give them to the cook.’’ 

“Don’t give them to that wretch. She gets lots of them 
from Nazni. She does not even wear them. She makes 
money out of them.” 

Zuhra with all her fondness for her favourite daughter- 
in-law could not bear the idea of her getting a new expensive 
dress, Jamila made up her mind to give Munira both the old 
and the new clothes, the old ones to be given soon and the 
other after her delivery. 

The children liked Munira more than their mother 
and grandmother. She told them stories and sang to 
them while feeding and putting them to bed, and in her 
leisure time. The stories were often of ghosts, devils and of 
women who were possessed. 

“Give these saries to Mumani,” said Jamila to her 
daughter. 

‘Who's Mumani ?” said the little one in surprise. 

‘“‘Munira,” said Jamila with a smile. 

‘I don’t call her Mumani. She’s dark. My Mumani is 
nice. She’s like a moon. She gives me lots of dolls. 
Munira’s the cook’s sister. She works for us.” 

“You shouldn’t talk like that. Granny’ll spank you if 
you call her by her name.” 

‘*T feel shy to call her Mumani. Ask Loolo to do it first. 
I don’t call her Munira in front of Granny,” said the girl. 
Though she refused to call Munira aunty she was pleased to 
give her some gifts. She ran to the kitchen with the silk saries. 

‘Bibi gave these to you. See how nice they are. 
Touch them with your fingers. See, your sari pricks my 
fingers. Look at the nice flowers on them. They are roses. 
Bibi asks me to call you Mumani.” 
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Munira’s joy knew no bound. Noone had _ hither- 
to called her anything but her name. “Did she? Won't 
you call me Mumanijan ?” said Munira with a big smile. 

The girl looked at her face and ran away. Munira was 
hesitating whether to accept the clothes or refuse them. 
If she accepted them she would always be treated like a 
servant. There would be no hope of getting new ones. 
If she rejected them she would be sowing a bad seed in 
the ground which she had tilled with such labour. If her 
husband had shown any regard to her she would have done 
anything she liked. The response from that side was nil. 
She would leave his room every morning at five and never 
spoke to him the whole day. After her day’s work and 
massaging of her mother-in-law’s body she would go to him 
at about eleven o’clock in the night. One or two sentences 
about Zuhra, the cook, and cooking were exchanged. Often 
he would warn her to be very careful and please everybody 
at home. 

Reluctantly Munira got up as she could not bear the 
angry look of the cook and went to her room. 

The cook's anger had no limit. She had had an eye on 
those saries from the day Jamila arrived. She was doing her 
best to get on the good side of Jamila to get them. Now 
here was a rival to share her rights. She was not allowed to 
go to Nazni. She could not lose her job. In spite of all the 
drawbacks it was the only way to keep her home going. 
She gave a bang with a burning log on the big earthen pot. 
It gave a loud noise and burst. The water flowed all over 
the kitchen and the small mat on which Munira used to sit 
was floating with the saries. She kicked them into the water 
and trampled them under her feet till they looked like the 
kitchen rags. Jamila’s daughter seeing the water rushing 
out of the kitchen ran to see the fun. ‘“ Granny, the kitchen 
is swimming in water,”’ said the little girl to Zuhra. 

‘* What nonsense you talk, child.” 
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“The water jar is broken, Bibi’s saries are swimming.” 

‘“How did her saries get there?” 

“ Bibi gave them Muni...Mumani.” 

“Say Mumani again.” 

The girl ran away. If Zuhra had not been agitated 
with the news she would have given her a slap. 

“You bitch! What have you done?” cried Zuhra 
seeing the muddle in the kitchen. 

“The jar was very old. It broke.” 

“It was not possessed to break itself. Don’t tell lies. 
I heard a big noise. I thought you were chopping wood.” 

“It cracked with a loud noise when I was sitting here,” 
said the cook showing a place very far from the pot. 

Zuhra waddled over and found the piece of wood lying 
near the broken jar. 

“You are twenty cats !’ said Zuhra, but controlled herselt 
when she thought of Jamila’s confinement. She could not sack 
her before getting another cook. 

Munira hearing her mother-in-law’s voice in the kitchen 
ran to see what was wrong. She took the saries from the 
ground and began squeezing them. 

‘The cook was jealous. She was grumbling and looking 
daggers at me when the saries were sent. I left her to 
herself for some time to let her anger cool down,” whispered 
Munira to Zuhra, who thought the fault was not the cook’s so 
much as Jamila’s. She said nothing to either of them. 

Kabeer wanted to engage a doctor for Jamila’s 
confinement. 

“Tt is better to engage the doctor who came for Akram. 
They say she’s clever.”’ 

‘“‘ How much did they pay her ?” asked Zuhra. 

‘For the case and for ten days visit they paid her 
three hundred.” 

It’s lunacy to send for a doctor. What is there to do? 
God sends the baby into the world. What wonderful things 
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does the doctor do there but sit about and look on? Send 
for your old Dai. She did all mine and Jamila’s confine- 
ments. They are fashionable people. They must have 
called her for show.” 

Accordingly the midwife was send for in advance and 
engaged, and was asked to be ready whenever the 
call came. 

The day came and the pain started in the night, to 
Zuhra’s regret. She could not send for all her relations in 
the middle of the night. However she sent word to the 
midwife. Early morning a messenger was sent to inférm 
them all. Carts, cars and rickshaw loads arrived before 
noon. All assembled in Jamila’s small room. They planted 
themselves there the whole day and gossipped and now and 
then said a few sentences to encourage the crying patient. 

The day passed, and again and again the midwife gave 
hope for have for half an hour more. But the time never 
came. Inthe evening the patient had become too weak to 
bear any more pain. Zuhra was not allowed into the room 
as the very sight of her would prolonged the labour. 

“Tm dying. Send fora doctor,” said Jamila faintly. 

The doctor came and chased everybody from the 
room, opened the windows and prepared for an abnormal 
delivery. The unwanted baby boy made its appearance in 
the world, to the displeasure of many, who began to associate 
sayings to facts. The tedious and prolonged labour and 
the coming of the doctor were in favour of their doubts. But 
all was well in spite of the time wasted in getting a 
maternity expert. 

Munira was'now indispensable. She was needed every- 
where, in the kitchen, in Jamila’s and Zuhra’s rooms, and for 
the children. Even her husband was not neglected in spite 
of her indifferent health. Munira’s pregnancy, unlike 
Nazni’s, was a matter of course. She could eat well 
and digest any food. She had her meals only when she 
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CHAPTER IX 


Nazni’s family thought about the remarriage very 
differently from Kabeer’s people. Nazni’s brother was wild 
with anger. His father’s philosophical discussions restrained 
him for a time. His silence in her presence was because his 
anger'was so great. If he had been allowed he would have 
murdered Kabeer. He had disliked him from the day they 
met and now he hated him. He was planning to give him a 
thrashing and compel him to divorce his second wife. 

Thoughtfully he followed his father to his room to 
discuss the matter. Neither the father nor the son liked 
to talk in Nazni’s presence. 

“What shall we doto him? Hehas not only stabbed 
her inthe back but has brought disgrace on us. We have 
been tolerating many meannesses but we can’t do it any 
more. We bore them, thinking at least he wished well to 
Nazni,” said the brother very thoughtfully. 

“In such circumstances we must act with patience 
and understanding. We have to behave like hypocrites, 
keeping her interests in view. She loves him immensely, so 
wisdom lies in encouraging her to go back to him when she 
is well,” said the father, who was really more pained than 
the rest. 

“It is in her interest we have to create hatred for him.” 

‘No one can create anything in anybody’s mind. 
Hatred for him will develop only when she studies him well 
and sees his ill-treatment of her. She is not in a position to 
draw her own inferences from the events. Husband and 
wife are like two blades of a scissors. A third person going 
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in between them is cut. Their quarrels ate temporary and 
soon are made up by themselves.” 

‘‘They are no more husband and wife.” 

“Who said that? He will come to her soon and beg of 
her to treat him leniently for having fallen an easy prey to 
circumstances. ” 

‘She is no more his wife. A man remarries to prove 
the disloyalty, incapacity, ill-temper and barrenness of the 
first wife. Once he takes that attitude he no more respects 
her. He openly disgraces her in home and society. -He 
lives with her as he would live with a prostitute. No re- 
spectable woman would humiliate herself by calling him her 
husband. He has kicked her out of his home. She should 
not re-enter it if she possessess self-respect.”’ 

Doulath Khan listened to his son with surprised admir- 
ation. He was pleased to hear the young man expound his 
ideals. His education had not been wasted. He was older 
than Nazni by four years, but what a difference there was 
between that dumb, passive and easily deluded creature and 
the young man in front of him. He: debated whether to 
support his son and effect a separation. He would have done 
it if the matter had been between his son and his wife, but 
not with a girl with no power of decision, no judgement or 
practical knowledge of the world. 

‘That is all right in theory, my boy, but practice differs 
immensely. Your brother-in-law has not kicked your sister 
out of his home. He married her when the romance in him 
was just springing up, when he wholeheartedly concentrated 
all his feelings on the object of his first love and gave her 
all. The first marriage is the only one worthy of its name. 
Subsequent marriages are nominal and are caused by neces- 
sity, He has brought in a woman by the back door and is 
more conscious of it than anybody else. Men of complex 
nature are not satisfied with fair dealings either at home or 
in society. He will regard your sister more if she tolerates 


his mistake as he realises it himself and appreciates her 
superiority.” 

‘‘T gave him an honourable place. Now I know he has 
not kicked her out but stabbed her in the back. He’s a knave, 
a murderer and a coward in guise of an gentleman.” 

Doulath Khan smiled and said: 

‘‘A man depending upon one wife feels himself equal 
toher. Plurality of wives maintains his self-importance. 
His mean action is a source of satisfaction and pride to him. 
We must recognise his weakness and should not condemn 
him for it.” 

‘‘So his faithlessness should be interpreted as virtue! 
A woman in spiteof her loyalty should be submissive and 
servile. Why this double standard of morality? Is it not 
the creation of society and man? Has she not the same feel- 
ings as he? Would he be submissive to her?” 

The father scratched his head, took a deep breath of 
smoke from the Huqua and leaned back in the easy chair to 
prepare himself for another deliverance. Dealing with his 
son was not easy. 

‘She would not dare to do it. There are more harmful 
consequences in the case of a woman. A man faces his oppo- 
nent with hatred and may even kill him. A woman’sattitude 
towards a powerful antagonist is fear and submission. ”' 

‘That's all humbug. Man being both the legislator and 
executor has brought in laws to suit his interests. He has 
monopolised freedom and luxury. A woman has no right to 
question even when she is wronged. She must retaliate now. 
No one will blame her. Her cause is right and just."’ 

“It is not practical fora woman, specially a Muslim girl. 
She is weak both bodily and mentally and should be kept 
under restrictions. A woman discards a nan only when she 
has someone else to take his place. ’”’ 

‘Whose fault is it? If she were given the same edu- 
cation and training she would have been quite.a different 
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person to-day. The flaw lies not in her but in man who keeps 
her a slave all her life in his own interest. His selfishness is 
responsible for her helplessness.”’ 

“Tt was nature’s design to make one strong and the 
other weak. Or else co-operation between two members of 
Opposite sexes coming from strange families would have 
been impossible. If both try to have their own way happiness 
in life and peace at home will be a dream.” 

“It is again the interest of the aggressor kept foremost. 
It is a blessing to make a woman independent and strong 
irrespective of man’s interest. It isa crime to leave her in a de- 
jected, hopeless and helpless condition. Her helplessness 
makes a man more selfish, inconsiderate and cruel, A fear of her 
vetting on without his support checks his whims and fancies.” 

“It has been the way of the world. The man earns, 
and supports and looks after the weaker ones, so he deserves 
coinfort and satisfaction. She is ill. Why should he suffer 
on account of her ?”’ 

‘‘ Love is unselfish. A woman undergoes more sacrifices. 
Should she deserve treachery and heartlessness for her 
devotion? Shouldn’t he at least show some consideration 
when she is in need of it?”’ 

‘“‘There was no need. He had shown enough already. 
If he had not remarried it would have been an obligation to 
her. You would have called him a generous man. But that 
virtue can’t be a part of everyone's life. Man is selfish. 
The whole world is based on selfishness.” 

‘‘The words love and respect should be erased from the 
dictionary. One should gain and benefit avariciously; the 
other should yield. Is that the policy of marriage? Why 
do we read books giving the life of an ideal man and woman 
both devoting their lives to save and make happy the life of 
one another ?” 

The father again was thoughtful and looked about for 
fresh ideas. 
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‘‘Tdeal books are written to eradicate the ills of the world. 
They, no doubt, set us examples, but man takes his own time 
to realise the truth and to follow them. Men with a spirit 
of self-sacrifice don’t need any injunctions. Their very 
nature is a great teacher.” 

“The question is what will be Nazni’s position in that 
house with a rival creating hell for her day and night?” 

‘‘Many women have done it. Man’s nature can adapt 
itself to any circumstances. A woman being ill trained, 
ignorant and ill used to her environment is more so. Living 
away from him is also wrong. It makes her feel guilty and 
incur blame. The lesser evil is to yield to him.” 

‘‘ Yes, live in a hell,” said the son sarcastically. 

“ Hell or heaven is in one’s mind. If she takes life 
as a sojourn, luck and misfortune as mere chances without 
attaching much importance to either of them, she can be 
happy in the worst surroundings.” 

‘‘Has she no rights? Should she be a product of 
circumstances, a puppet without feeling and life? Should 
she be a mere machine, an unpaid servant doing certain 
duties for the food and clothing she gets? Do you think 
the children of parents of unbalanced mind with different 
motives in life can develop strong characters? We are her 
well-wishers and must not leave her in a ditch,” said the 
son emphatically. 

‘As far as our support is concerned we will not grudge 
her anything, yet her life will be empty and devoid of 
womanly ambitions. A woman’s ideal life is to have her 
home and children. Anything less than that seems vacant. 
Once a girl is married our responsibility towards her 
decreases. We maintain her not as a bounden duty but out of 
charity. Similarly she feels a stranger here. With all our 
efforts she will be as unhappy here as there. By the descrip- 
tion of the woman he has brought I feel there will not be 
much trouble for Nazni.” 
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‘' Should we force her to go back to him ?”’ 

“We should force nothing upon her. We must leave 
it to her to decide. Her decision in the long run will be 
lasting. There are two antagonistic powers working before 
her. If one compels her to do something the other 
makes her do the opposite. Naturally she will yield to 
her husband. If she still loves him let her make a fair 
trial. Our concern now is for her health,’’ said Doulath 
Khan and asked the young man to go to bed and sleep 
over the idea. The next day would make him a better 
judge. . 

Nazni’s brother still could not see eye to eye with his 
father. He held the strong opinion that his sister should 
have no connection with her husband. Should he force her 
todo it? His father’s words that the decision should be her 
own rang in his ears. He lay in bed tossing restlessly. He 
thought of going to Nazni’s room and converting her to his 
ideals, but the nurse was there and it was past twelve in the 
night. He dared not enter it. He had a disturbed night and 
in the morning he overslept. The disturbance at home due 
to Kabeer’s arrival awoke him. 

‘Who's that running about ?”’ he asked the servant who 
brought coffee for him. 

‘“Nazni Begum’s husband bas come. The nurse is run- 
ning about to get master’s permission to allow him in.” 

He could not believe his ears. The man after doing this 
atrocity to come to see his wife! How was it possible for 
him to show his face to her? He jumped from his bed and 
stood in his pyjamas wondering whether to go straight to 
Kabeer and strangle him or kick him out. But second 
thoughts prevailed. He drank his coffee and lay down in bed. 

“Tell me when he goes,” said he to the servant whoa 
returned to remove the tray. 

“Who?” 

“ The visitor.” 
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“ Kabir Miyan 7” 

‘Yes, the dog.” 

The news of the second marriage had spread among the 
servants. They had made inquiries as to the parentage, 
social status and character of Munira. The servant had in- 
tended to annoy him, and was elated at the burst of his 
anger. He turned with the tray and grinned. 

Nazni’s brother got up, had his bath and dressed. He 
made a few rounds to the closed door of Nazni’s room and 
heard a gentle sobbing. The nurse spied him and asked him 
what he wanted. 

‘“‘T came to see Nazni,” said he and went to the portico 
to see if Kabeer’s car was still there. 

When he was having his breakfast the nurse came to 
take Akram to his father. 

‘What are you doing ?” he asked. 

‘Baby is wanted by his father.” 

“Have you no sense, to take him to a sick room? Tell 
him he’s asleep,” said he to the nurse who was pleased at 
this easy solution to the problem. 

After breakfast he went straight to Nazni’s room. 

‘You seem better this morning,’ said he. 

‘* He has really remarried,” was the irrelevant answer. 

‘*So you are free, like a bird. You are no more a slave. 
We had cruelly and heartlessly put you in chains, but you 
escaped. Luckily you can live with us.” 

‘“‘No, I can’t. He asked me to go home soon, and said 
because of my stay here his mother remarried him.” 

“In your present condition, to be taken in an ambulance 
accompanied by the nurses, I suppose,” said he sarcastically. 

“Yes, he’ asked me to bring them there.” 

“Will he pay ten rupees a day for them? His mother 
will die a hundred deaths before she pays them for a day.”’ 

“‘He asked me to send them to Bavajan for it,’’ said 
Nazni shyly. 
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If Kabeer had been present he would have killed him 
then and there. But the fragile figure on the bed with tears 
flowing profusely moved him. He bent his head and stared 
at his clean shoe. 

‘Well, that’s all right. The doctors won't allow you to 
go so soon.” 

‘Bhai, don’t tell Bavajan. What’ll he think of his 
meanness? I hope the doctor will not permit me to stir from 
my bed. I don’t want to go there.” 

‘Tam glad you are trying to be sensible. Your going 
there will mean our humiliation. I shall never see your-face 
again,” said he hastily. ‘We'll always be the same to you 
but not to your husband. We hate him and his very existence. 
You’ll lose us all in caring for him.” 

‘Bhaijan, the world is cruel to me. I am tortured. 
I can’t bear any more pain. Poison me,” said she, weeping. 

He was agitated. Why should she be ill-treated for no 
fault of her own? He took her in his arms and wiped her 
tears. 

‘Don’t think I am angry with you. You know I’d do 
anything for you. My anger towards your husband and your 
blind love for him made me cruel to you. In the sacrifice of 
his love you have won that of all of us. You don’t know how 
sad we are,” said he stroking her head like a father. 

Nazni felt as if she was in heaven, a world that had no ills. 
She felt comfortable on that brave breast. The gentle strok- 
ing seemed to take away all the worries from her head. 

‘Don’t cry, you break my heart,” said he. 

“T can’t decide anything for myself. ‘The world looks 
hideous to me. I don’t know what to do.” 

‘There’s time for everything. Forget him completely. 
When you are healthy we shall see what’s to be done,” said 
he and laid her down gently as he heard the loud beating of 
her heart. He stretched her straight on the bed and covered 
her with the gold embroidered blue shawl. 


119 


“Bhai, keep your hand on my head. I feel happier,” 
said she. 

He did so, and she was quiet for a time. 

“Why can’t I die and end all my worries? I feel as if I 
have lost everything in the world,” said she still crying. 

“Hullo, you are here? Didn’t you go to office?” said 
Doulath Khan who just entered. 

“IT forgot all about it. I don’t feel quite well either. I 
shall send a leave note,’”’ said the son. 

‘“‘Nazni is improving. She’ll be all right soon. If the 
doctor allows it we shall take her to the hills. It will do her 
a lot of good,” said the father. 

“T should love to go to a place where I could hear 
nothing but birds’ songs and see nothing but trees and flowers 
and rivers. [ll walk and run like a mad woman in the hills. 
Leave me there for ever,’’ said she boldly. 

Normally she would hardly speak in front of her father, 
even after her marriage. She was desperate and cared for 
no one and nothing. 

‘So that’s that. You don’t want us and even your 
sweet baby to be with you. Unless you make up your mind 
to be healthy and strong to travel you can’t go anywhere.” 

‘‘T don’t want to be healthy nor to goto him. If I get 
well I'll have to go there.”’ 

Doulath Khan was surprised to hear her talk so boldly. 
Has she really made up her mind not to go there, or was 
it just a passing show? 

“You are blind with anger, my dear child, and don’t 
know what you are saying. Keep your head cool. You can 
judge better,” said the father. The hint was useful to both 
son and daughter. 

“T tried my best to keep my head cool and temper 
humble. I tolerated every possible insult not to let this 
take place, but what’s the use ?” cried she. 

‘Tf you don’t want to go you need not. We don’t force 
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you to do it,’’ said her father, who was disheartened to see 
her so dismayed. 

‘We shall go to Kashmir for a long stay. I shall take 
leave to keep company with you,” said her brother. 

‘Is it very far from here? Let it be very very far so 
that he may not know where I am and what has happened to 
me. Are there rivers? I shall drown and make my whole 
body cold. Oh it burns! I feel the heat unbearable. See 
how it is.” 

“Yes, it is fever. Even we feel hot when we have it,” 
said the father despairingly. - 

“No it is not fever. This is something new. I never 
used to feel like this. The heat comes from my heart. I'll 
go mad, Bavajan, if you don’t save me,” she began to cry. 

“Send telegrams to house agents there and arrange 
everything immediately. We can take her in an ambulance 
to the train and can reserve a first class compartment,” said 
Doulath Khan. 

The son was upset but controlled himself. ‘‘ Kick him 
and don’t take anything to heart,” said he. 

‘Bhai, you don’t know what it is and how I feel. Oh it 
is terrible! No one can understand my sufferings,” cried 
she. 

“Let us go. She’ll come to her senses when she’s 
alone,” said the father. Nazni dreaded to be left alone. 
She could not bear the torture of her thoughts. 

‘IT must go somewhere immediately. I don’t want 
to see him again.” 

‘Well, we are arranging it. You need a change badly 
and it is decided,” said her brother. 

Strict orders were given to the ladies not to enter Nazni’s 
room, and for some days they obeyed implicitly. They had 
created a new whirl of excitement through the servants who 
generously kept them informed of the daily events in 
Kabeer’s house. Their curiosity was satisfied to the point of 
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satiation and sometimes they felt an inner orge to run 
to Nazni and reveal it. But the nurse held an iron rod over 
the entrance of her room. At length as her health ceased to 
cause anxiety the restriction was relaxed. 

“Amma, we are going to Kashmir. It’s very far from 
here. No one will come to know of me and compel me 
to go to that wretched house,” said Nazni to her mother. 

‘Yes, he told me all about it. We are making arrange- 
ments to go there soon.” 

“T shall never come back once I go there.” 

“You can do anything you like,’ said the mother, 
knowing full well that Nazni after a few month would want to 
go back to her husband. 

‘“‘How can she live there? Will her husband leave 
her ?’”’ said granny. 

“TI am going there because I don’t want to go to 
him.” 

“People will throw stones at our house if we keep 
you here. You'll bring a bad name to your father. Who'll 
marry your sisters? You went to his house in a dooli 
and must leave it only in a doola,” said the grandmother. 
Mother made a sign to her not to mention such things. 

“It’s her will and pleasure, She’s free to do anything 
she likes. When he does what he likes why shouldn't 
she ?” said mother. 

Kabeer’s visits to Nazni became less frequent and more 
formal. He no longer urged her to go home. On the other 
hand when he came to know of the whole family going 
to Kashmir he was pleased to be free of the bother of 
visiting her. 

It was the season in Kashmir and Nazni got on 
well. She could walk long distances and ate normal food, 
but the painful feelings did not leave her. She kept an 
eager watch on the post peon to know if Kabeer wrote to her 
father or brother. Letter writing was Kabeer’s weakness. 
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He was afraid of spelling and grammar. mistakes. He could 
not ask his clerks to do it. A letter to his father-in-law 
meant a good deal of deliberation and pain in recasting 
and rewriting. Moreover after his second marriage he 
had not met Doulath Khan, who also kept aloof. 

The family stayed there for three months and it was 
getting cold. They returned and Nazni forgot all about her 
former plans. After her return she came to know that 
Jamila’s new baby had come. As Kabeer had not been there 
to see her she did not like to accompany her mother when 
she went to see the baby. 

‘Jamila is still your friend. She said that she was sad 
to see the new woman at home and she told me to ask you to 
go back to your home,” said mother to Nazni. 

‘Did you see the new woman ?” was the reply. 

‘“Yes, she’s nothing but a servant. Even a servant 
is paid and works for certain hours. Jamiia said that no one 
has seen Kabeer speaking to her.” 

“He never spoke to me in the présence of his mother 
and relations.” 

“But you did not live in the kitchen and work as 
she does,” 

“He is a man and can do anything he likes,” interrupted 
grandmother. ‘Your only duty is to obey him. He can 
marry many wives or keep many outside. You are not 
supposed to pay into his private life. If he gives you food 
and clothing and looks after you there is nothing more 
you can ask for. Thank your stars he has brought an 
ugly woman and wants her to serve you. Other men marry 
young, rich and beautiful girls and make the first wife 
work for them.” 

Before she went to Kashmir Kabeer had visited Nazni 
once in’ three or four days. After her return he did not turn 
up for about ten days. Nazni was miserable. She had 
not felt the waiting for him on the hills, but even where 
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he lived she had to wait. On the third day after the visit of 
her mother to Jamila he came. 

“J didn’t know of your return, Jamila told me your 
mother had come to see her and said that you were not well 
enough to accompany her. Aren’t you well? You look 
quite well.” 

“TJ have been waiting for you every day from the day 
I came here. Even on the hills I was anxious to hear from 
you.” 

“Those miserable days of waiting for us are over. 
Come home soon. I have vacated my rooms for you and 
Akram.” 

“Where do you live? What will the house be without 
you?” 

‘TY have shifted to the front building. The clerks and 
the managers were having a good time at our cost. The 
income was falling and the expenses were increasing. Now 
I sit on their heads day and night. I have my food there 
also. Jamila’s children keep up a sing-song the whole night. 
I used to get hardly any sleep.” 

‘Why should I come and for wham” 

‘After you come home I shall see you more. I am 
disgusted with her ugly face, so I keep aloof.” 

““Akram’s nurse is not willing to come with us.” 

“Engage an ayah. These Anglo-Indian nurses are no 
good. ‘They are the most discontented creatures on the face 
of the earth. I have private money now and no longer 
depend upon Ammajan. I shall pay all your expenses. How 
long will your parents help you?” 

Nazni began to think that her fears were false. She 
now felt like laughing at them. Her -husband had not 
only thought of her comfort by vacating his rooms but also 
had provided money for her expenses withodt his mother’s 
knowledge. He was considerate even to her parents. 

“Shall I come after Akram’s birthday ” ? 
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“That’s next month. Yes, it will be better. Jamila will 
soon go back and there won’t be much disturbance at home.” 

“Won't you come to see me again?” 

“Of course. All my time, after my duty to earn our 
bread, is yours and Akram’s,” said Kabeer and tried to kiss 
Akram, who was brought there on Nazni’s instruction. The 
poor child did not know he was his father and gave a push 
to his cheek and screamed. 

‘““He has forgotten me so soon. He will be all right 
when he comes home,” said he. 
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CuapPrer X 


Marriage among Muslims is a lottery. Only those on 
whom luck smiles get.a square deal as far as temperament, 
interest and beauty are concerned. Love does not begin 
before the marriage. It arises only from observation and 
use of the object. It is nourished not by intellect but by the 
service the woman renders the man. The greater the need 
the greater is the valuation of the idol. 

Kabeer’s disappointment with his second marriage gave 
him an urge and a firm determination to select a girl of his 
choice. But how? The choice had to be made by the ladies, 
the settlement by the elders, and performance by both the 
ladies and the gentlemen. What was his part during all 
those days of anxiety? A dumb spectator of the deeds and 
deliberation of others. His part started after the girl was 
brought home, Even then it could not be bold and straight- 
forward, The slightest expression of sympathy and support 
towards the object of his love might cause him to be dubbed 
a hen-pecked husband. 

He could not give vent to his anger in the presence of 
his mother. He felt murderous towards Mustata and many 
times thought of sacking him. But his sincerity and regards 
for his beloved master’s son were unimpeachable. He was 
grieved to see Kabeer moody and made up his mind, if 
Kabeer permitted him, to get a decent girl for him and to get 
the stigma wiped out. He had indeed already made enquities 
through women he knew. He was satisfied with one girl 
coming from a respectable family, but had no courage to face 
Kabeer and put the proposal before him. He was waiting 
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for an opportunity, when Kabeer himself provided it by 
calling him. 

“Do you know the harm you did to me? For how long 
were you waiting to destroy my life and happiness? My 
confidence in you is lost by your one lunatic action,” said 
Kabeer on day in the office when everybody else had left. 

‘‘I am more conscious of it than you. I have been 
wretched all these months and ready to sacrifice my life for 
your happiness. From the day of the catastrophe I have 
spared no effort in looking for a suitable girl for you. Your 
second marriage was not the end but the beginning of your 
future happiness.” 

‘Yes, as you did it last time.” 

“Tt was a blunder done through a woman. I was not 
wholly responsible for it. I gave you a list of girls with 
every possible description and acted according to your orders. 
You definitely gave me to understand that you cared for 
nothing but a healthy girl. A good-looking girl was shown 
to my sister. She was under that impression till the day of 
Jalva. When she was dressed for it my sister happened to 
see her. She felt the shock of her life and left the place 
like a thief before you arrived there.” 

“The same thing will take place even this time.” 

‘All that I have done this time is above reproach. I not 
only sent ladies to see the girl but I disguised a man as 
a woman-vendor and sent him. He became so familiar with 
the ladies of the house that they gave the history of the 
family and toid him all about the marriageable girls and boys 
and the offers received. He saw your girl very closely and 
by the description he gave me I concluded that she isa 
beauty.” 

‘Who are they ?” 

‘Faiz Mohammad Tahseeldar.”’ 

‘“T have seen the father and the sons. They are quite 
fair.” 
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‘I believe the girls are fairer and prettier. The girl I 
chose is the eldest among the girls. She manages the house, 
keeps an account of the father’s income and expenditure, sings 
beautifully, plays the harmonium, and is good at needlework. 
This time you will have a wife to your entire satisfaction.” 

“Tf my mother knows her she will die of heart failure.” 

‘She chose the first and second wives for you. Let 
this one be entirely of your choice.” 

‘Without consulting her I can do nothing. She is the 
financier and the ruler of the home,” said Kabeer. 

“If you make up your mind there is nothing impossible. 
We can arrange for money. I shall ask them to keep the bride 
for a time you think suitable before bringing her home.” 

“Will they agree?” 

“T shall try. There is nothing like it.” 

Kabeer had a difficult problem to face. To obtain 
permission from his autocratic mother and his sophisticated 
sister, who in her own interest supported monogamy, was an 
impossibility. He could play with Nazni in any way he liked 
as she was the most easily pleased person. Even more than 
permission the idea of finance distressed him. He had 
never cared to have private money. But now he needed 
a monstrous amount of money. As there was no hope of 
realising it by fair means he planned to get it by foul. He 
determined to sell some land, and get married. The days of 
guardianship had passed and it was not difficult to do it. 

The second problem that faced him was Nazni’s home- 
coming. The best plan was to shift to the front building 
before .she returned and visit the Zenana whenever necessary. 
Shifting to the front building involved a complication. 
Except the front two rooms the rest were occupied by the 
office staff. He had to get them vacated and the pay of the 
occupants increased to meet the extra demand on their purse. 

The third problem was how to introduce the question of 
shifting to his mother without creating suspicion. Once that 
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was done the rest could take care of itself. At length a bright 
idea struck him. For two or three days he made an effort to 
keep awake. 

“T can’t sleep once I awake. The children’s crying 
disturbs me,’’ said he to Munira and waited to see if she 
suggested shifting to the front building. She however tried 
to go to Jamila’s room in the middle of the night to pacify the 
baby. One night he followed Munira to Jamila’s room. 

“Bhai, why have you come here at this time of the 
night ?” 

“‘T lie awake almost every night after one or two o’cloek.” 

‘You don’t sleep during the day, whereas we sleep 
after lunch. You must be feeling exhausted.” 

“If I sleep in the day the whole office sleeps. Do you 
know what’s the condition of the business now? No proper 
account of the the income is kept, rents are not collected 
regularly and expenditure is more than income. This is all 
due to my trusting them. Unless I sit on their heads their 
mismanagement will ruin us,” said Kabeer as if he was greatly 
absorbed in the estate affairs. 

‘You used to sleep like a log even when the drums were 
beaten.” 

““Those lucky and carefree days are gone. Now the 
slightest noise awakes me,” said he. 

‘Close the door of your room just as Ammajan does. 
She rarely hears their cries. You too used to do it last year.” 

‘‘T hear her speaking in your room in the middle of the 
night sometimes.” 

‘Qh it is very rarely she comes here, when all the three 
began to howl. God knows, Bhai, how worried I am about 
you, and do my best not to disturb or cause inconvenience 
by my presence” said Jamila despairingly. She presumed 
that her brother was hinting that she should leave home. As 
there was a rumour of Nazni’s return he wanted rooms for 
her and their son. 
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“The child is a mountain. Mohammed should go to it: 
Instead of making him keep quiet we should adjust ourselves 
to suit him.” 

Still she could not guess his motive. Who could ask the 
master of the house to leave his home and go away ? 

“ Bhai, this is your home. You have every right to be 
comfortable. We area nuisance to you. Confinement is the 
only excuse for which I can come home to see you and 
Ammajan,” said she feeling very unhappy. 

‘' Jamila, it is your weakness. If I say that I can’t sleep 
you think that I don’t want you here. Instead of suggesting 
something useful to both of us, you make your life unhappy. 
Even if you don’t want to come here I shall drag you out of 
the prison every year,” said Kabeer. 

Munira was attending to the baby in the children’s room. 
The shrill cry of the baby awoke them all. They began to 
talk loudly and clap to pacify the crying child. The noise 
brought Zuhra out of her den. 

‘What is this ? Everybody is up as if it were Shabebarath.” 

‘Whenever the baby cries the other children begin 
their sing-song. He does not sleep soundly in the night. 
I feed him whenever he gets up to make him quiet but 
he vomits and cries,” said Jamila. 

‘Give him a pinch of Bhasm. Put a dot of kajal 
on his right’ cheek before you put him to bed. He is 
fair, you know, and people are jealous and cast an evil 
eye. Even if they don’t happen to see him evil nymphs 
hover about the child’s room in the evening. It is always 
better to be on the safe side. Don’t forget to burn some 
broomsticks with spices and incense. Rub a bit of the 
burnt ashes on his cheek every night.” said Zuhra. 

“T do all that and more. He being the only boy 
you don’t know what care I take of him,” said Jamila. 

“Then give him a pill of morphia for sleep. You can’t 
kill yourself for his sake.”’ 
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“ When I was giving it to Looloo he was angry with me 
and stopped it.” 

“If heis kept awake the whole night he will have 
nothing to say. No mother brings up her children without 
giving it.” 

‘‘ He said children become dull and don’t learn.”’ 

“T was giving it to you and Kabeer till you were about 
two years old. The whole night he used to sit up if it was 
not given. What happened to you? Are you a dunce? 
Didn’t he learn? Don’t tell him about it but keep the pills 
with you and administer one when you feed the baby. He 
talks of things which no one has heard or done. Is he 
going off his head? Or what is it?” 

‘‘T shall ask Akram’s nurse about it. He sleeps the 
whole night without the least noise. You say hehas stomach 
trouble. That may be the cause for it,” said Kabeer. 

‘‘Every word he utters is preceded either by the 
name of Doulath Khan or Nazni. Their deeds and 
thoughts have become his Kalima. He wants to ask the 
nurse for it as if we have not reared children. He wants 
to disgrace us before them. If she does not give it to him 
he may begin giving him brandy. Those godless wretches 
have brought destruction to our house. It is beyond any- 
body to put a baby to bed without a sleeping dose,” said 
Zuhra. 

Since he was remarried Zuhra had often used harder 
words, but now he thought it was his chance. He had to 
hit hard while the iron was hot. Apparently he lost his 
temper and said: 

‘To-morrow I am shifting to the front building. Every- 
one takes advantage of me. 1 will die if I keep awake night 
after night. After all this sacrifice what do I get in reward? 
Nothing but rebuke, insult and sarcastic talk.’ He got up 
to go to his room. 

“You are serving everyone at your cost! There’s no 
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greater truth. Think of the lakhs of rupees spent for his 
marriages. The enormous amount of money spent in 
running this house and I working from morning to night in 
preparing things he likes. You ungrateful wretch! God’s 
punishment will fall on you,” said Zuhra. 

‘‘T am fed up with all that you have done and have been 
doing for me. In this house everything is done to suit others 
and I am made a scapegoat. I don’t want to have anything 
to do with anybody. I shall make arrangements for myself. 
Don’t prepare any food for me hereafter,” said Kabeer. 

- Jamila’s doubts were confirmed. Her brother was angry 
because of her children. She determined not to come to his 
house any more. He had been sympathetic so long as he 
was not remarried but now the interest of his wives was 
supreme. As he went away she began to cry. 

‘Bhai, don’t go from your house. I shall go back to- 
morrow without delay. I did not think of you and your 
comfort but I thought of mine. I was selfish,” cried she and 
held his hand tight to prevent him from leaving the room. 

‘Why do you cry? He wants to boss over us. When 
he starves he will realise our sacrifices. So long as I am 
alive this house is yours as well as his. I am here to give 
you comfort,” said Zuhra. 

‘Don’t cry, Jamila. I am rooted out from this house. 
You have nothing todo with my grievances. On the other 
hand you have been my sympathiser. You make me feel 
at home. The hotels are not destroyed. I can have anything 
I like there. Mother, I will neither starve nor come back to 
you,” said he. 

He snatched his hand away and left the room. Zuhra 
was surprised and shocked at the attitude of her only son. 
She felt that her behaviour towards him had not been right 
and she had to recognise the position in the family. The 
teaching of her sister-in-law to put her foot down and control 
both son and daughter-in-law had proved a mistake. 
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“Bhai is unhappy. He told me once that you are 
changed and insult him before his wife. His wife’s people 
laugh at his loss. We at least should try to be kind to him. 
Without it his life will be a misery,’ said Jamila. 

Zuhra realised the truth of every word. They were like 
daggers to her heart. 

“We have to co-operate with him in adverse circum- 
stances. He has no peace of mind. If we don’t understand 
his feelings who will?’’ said Jamila again. 

“He is either moody or impertinent. He keeps away 
from me and he is indifferent, which makes me lose my 
temper,” said Zuhra thoughtfully. 

“You must let him have his own way. Let him shift to 
the front building. We shall insist upon his having his food 
at home. He is a married man and a father. We can’t treat 
him disrespectfully in the presence of his wives.” 

‘“‘He is up to something. His wife was not here yet he 
lost his temper. Perhaps he does not want to live with me 
but he can’t say so to my face. I live only for him. My life 
without him will be impossible,” said Zuhra excitedly. 

‘“‘T don’t think he wants it. All his life he has been very 
considerate and obedient to you.” 

“If I allow him to live in the next house he will go 
astray. There will be no one to check him.” 

“He knows best what is good for him. Our interference 
will only drive him out of our reach. When Bhabi comes 
home he is sure to return to his old rooms,’ said Jamila. 

Zuhra sat down for some time resting her chin on her 
left palm. Munira brought the sleeping baby to be given to 
Jamila. The mother-in-law who was feeling tired left the 
room. 

The next morning Munira overslept and the cook was 
slow as usual in preparing the breakfast. Kabeer left the 
house without a word to anybody. Zuhra came to know of 
it and when the breakfast was ready she sent for him. He 
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refused flatly to come. Jamila advised her to send his break- 
fast to the front building. 

It was a wise plan. Kabeer had openly said he was not 
going to have food prepared at home, yet he felt the difficulty 
of getting it from outside. It would let people know of the 
disagreement between him and his mother. He ate every- 
thing that was sent with entire satisfaction at the success of 
his scheme. After some time the servants came to remove his 
bed and other necessities. No one objected or prevented them. 

He kept aloof for some days. This of course agitated 
Munira but what could she do? When he did not come 
to see his own mother and sister where was the sense in 
feeling anxious for him? Jamila felt wretched and planned 
to go back but thought of informing him of it. 

“T am going home next week. I have asked him to 
come to take us,” said she indifferently. 

“My fight is not with you. You are the one source of 
comfort at home. Your people will take you to task if you go 
before time.” 

His scheme had gone well. Why should he annoy 
her and send her back before three months after the 
delivery? He made her understand that he was happy 
for her to stay. He even brought presents for her children 
one day. He had his dinner with her that night and slept in 
his old room. 

“T have had a talk with Faiz Mohammed,” said Mustafa 
one day to Kabeer. 

‘* What did he say ?”’ 

“One of his conditions is a block in our way.” 

“ What's that ?” 

“He wants the Mahar to be paid in advance. It 
may be in the form of cash or a property to be registered in 
the girl’s name before the marriage.” 

“* Because.....esse I will not be able to maintain her ! 
Tell him that we are not fakirs.” 
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“He is afraid of your two wives and prefers an official 
bachelor.”’ 

“My wives are not marrying her. They know nothing 
of it. You ought to have told him there was only one. 
The other is only a servant.” 

“When I said it he laughed at me and said that she 
is going to be the mistress soon with her child.” 

Kabeer was perplexed. Munira’s conception was known 
to Zuhra who had warned her not to reveal it to Kabeer. 

“Is she getting a baby? Well, we shall think of it after- 
wards. Tell him so long as the rider is strong the mare will 
have no fear, and his attitude will create suspicion in my 
mind. It is not good to sew a bitter seed in a field after 
the hard labour.” 

“T said many more such things to no effect. He 
definitely asked me to drop the matter if I can’t settle 
on his conditions.”’ 

‘Then try in other places. Wecan’t be dictated to by 
the woman’s people.” 

“We can’t be sure of all that we want in other places, 
It may take years to find a suitable girl. Our choice 
is not direct; we have to depend upon a third person, 
and draw our own inferences leaving a big margin for femin- 
ine fancies. The Mahar is inevitable and it makes no 
difference if we pay in advance. It is the transfer of the 
building: the rent will be realised by us as usual.” 

‘How much does he want ?” 

‘‘He demanded twenty thousand. I brought it down to 
ten. The corner cottage will serve the purpose.” 

“How much does it cost and what’s its rent ?” 

‘Formerly we used to get fifty but now in its delapi- 
dated condition we are getting thirty five.” 

“She will have enough to live upon if she dislikes living 
with us.” 

“He is also giving her a house or a shop. He is 
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bent upon performing a simple marriage. You'll get the 
rent of her building too.” 

‘Tt means a rope will be given to her to hang me.” 

‘Let us not think of the dark days at the threshhold of a 
happy occasion. No Muslim woman will separate from her 
husband.” 

“When do they want it ?” 

‘‘ Any time you please.” 

‘“ Doulath Khan’s family is in Kashmir now. Let it be 
done before their return, and ask them to keep her there till 
I find a suitable time to bring her home. By the by how 
much do we want for the marriage expenses ?”’ 

“They are doing it simply. We need not spend much.” 

‘“‘T sold the three-cornered field as it was unlucky to 
keep. We shall manage within the amount.” 

“Oh, that is more than we need.” 

Mustafa and Kabeer did the purchasing and a few 
hundreds were given to Faiz Mohammed to buy other paltry 
things on behalf of the bridegroom. Kabeer kept every- 
thing he bought under lock and key in his office. His friend 
was requested to send his mother and wife to Faiz 
Mohammed’s house to play the parts of Zuhra and Jamila. 
The marriage was simple and private. Faiz Mohammed had 
invited a few close friends but Kabeer invited nobody. 

The lunch on the marriage day and dinner for a week 
continuously sent by Zuhra were enjoyed by the office 
servants on Kabeer’s instructions. 

After the marriage Kabeer was very kind and consider- 
ate to his sister and mother. He often visited the Zenana 
and stayed there for a long time. Sometimes he had his 
dinner and even slept in his old room. 

‘“‘Have you noticed the change in Bhai? He is his 
normal self again, because we allowed him to have his own 
way. We must try to keep up our changed attitude towards 
him,” said Jamila one day to Zuhra. 


136 


“Tam not at all satisfied with him. He seems quite 
different to me,” said Zuhra. 

One day Jamila received a letter from her husband. She 
was perplexed by its contents. She tried to associate the 
events at home with what it said, but failed. 

“T received this letter from him to-day,” said she to Zuhra. 

‘What does he say ?” 

‘Here it is. I brought it to read to you.” 

‘“* My dear Jamil,” 

‘“‘ Ahmed came here the other day and said that he was 
knocked out by your brother. The poor fellow is extremely 
upset and dejected. He had been engaged to a girl for a 
long time and the marriage was postponed on account 
of the heavy Mahar they demanded. He says he was 
almost in love with her as she was beautiful, accom- 
plished, a beautiful singer and player on the harmonium and 
able to manage an estate. How did your brother wangle 
her for his second wife whereas poor Ahmed failed to have 
her for his first? I wonder what sort of life she will live in 
your mother’s house. Her talents will be killed by not being 
used. Kabeer is a lucky chap, congratulate him on my 
behalf. He did not care even to inform me of it. I should 
not hide my feelings towards him. He must have spent an 
enormous amount to possess her. I was anxiously waiting 
for your letter to hear more details but it came to meas a 
great surprise. You mention nothing of the happy activities 
in which you are taking part. Your letter is of later date yet 
nothing is said in it. Is it due to your fear of myself becoming 
a polygamous husband? Or is it because you thought I 
was not important enough to know of it? I shall come soon 
to bring you and hope the baby will be well enough to travel. 

‘Yours ever, Maher ”’ 

While reading the letter Jamila omitted two sentences 
where he had mentioned her mother’s house. Zuhra heard 
it very silently. 
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“Our purdah system is a blessing. If he had seen 
Munira he would not have called her beautiful. Let him 
think that Kabeer’s wives are praiseworthy,” said 
Zuhra. 

“He says that the father demanded a big Mahar. 
Munira has no father.” 

‘‘She has an uncle who must have demanded it.” 

“ He did not ask us.” 

‘‘They demand this and that with poor people. Your 
brother’s wealth is enough to make them compromise with 
his name.” 

‘He says she is an accomplished girl and could run an 
estate.” 

‘'There’s no doubt about it. A woman who turns out 
such a lot of work at home can easily manage an estate. 
Don’t you hear her singing? Why are your daughters mad 
after her if not for that ?”’ 

“What shall I write to him? He thinks we look down 
upon him and so did not care for his opinion.” 

‘Write to him that the information received by him is 
not quite true. We ‘are greatly disappointed in his second 
marriage. We have kept it a secret. I had asked you not 
to tell him,” said Zuhra. 

Jamila was still dissatishied. She could not understand 
what her husband had written. But there was nothing else 
to suspect so she had to believe. She could not show the 
letter to Kabeer as her husband had expressed a bad opinion 
about her mother. 

“Bhai, do you know what people say about Munira ?” 
she asked when she saw him next. ‘' They say she is 
beautiful, a singer, an organiser and what not, but you 
condemn her.” 

‘If they saw her with my. eyes they dare not say any- 
thing else,” said Kabeer indifferently, little knowing about 
whom it was said and who had said it. 
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CHAPTER XI 


Maghbool, Kabeer’s third wife, was a beauty accord- 
ing to the feminine estimation. She was fat but well pro- 
portioned, and of medium height, the broad chest and 
comparatively slim waist making her figure very attrac- 
tive. The broad, high forehead, with long nose, thin 
red lips with rosy cheeks, quite big almond-shaped 
eyes with dark, curved eyebrows, long lashes and the 
natural jet-black curls dressed round the forehead would 
have been a very good model for an artist. 

She was an institution in herself. Her mastery over the 
Urdu language had made her crazy after papers, magazines, 
romance and poetry. She had a natural bent for music and 
had learnt many songs from the radio, pictures and even from 
beggars. Her rich voice had given them a feminine touch and 
sweetness. The whole family admired her singing and young 
girls and boys crowded the room to hear it. She made ita 
point to sing after the streets were quiet. Her father was 
fond of it and found solace in it after his day’s hard work. 
Maghbool knowing of her father’s liking used to try to learn 
something new and thrilling almost every day. 

She was a good organiser and an economical manager of 
the house. From the day she took over the management 
she saved several hundreds a month. She kept accurate 
accounts. Her father often said that she was a son to him, 
his secretary and his right hand. She was active and hated 
to while away her time. Needlework, designing and painting 
were her hobbies. Everything she did was self-learnt, and 
she did it so exquisitely that an expert in that art would say 
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that she had reached a fair level of perfection. There was 
nothing that she could not do and whatever she did she did 
beautifully. 

Getting one’s children married is the primary duty of 
parents; they are held responsible by God if they leave them 
unmarried. As a rule the unmarried man is the breaker 
of law, but a girl can under no circumstances be left a 
spinster.. If unable to get a suitable husband of proper age 
for her, parents have to give up the search for a qualified man 
and hand her over to a blind or alame man. This idea has 
put terror into the hearts of girls and their parents, and 
in view of the ill consequences of failure they often yield 
to the first offer. The idea of marrying and separating from 
her had always been painful to both her parents. Her father 
often said that she would not be separated by marriage or he 
would part with her only when he secured the best man 
in the world. But all offers that came to her were either from 
poor officials or rich widowers. He despised the former and 
hated the latter. A high official would consider it beneath 
his dignity to get himself married to the daughter of a 
Tahseeldar. Besides how could such a one come to know 
that here was such an invaluable hidden gem? 

When she reached the age of twenty unmarried, her old 
lady relations began to look down upon her as a hideous 
being whom no man had condescended to recognise. Some of 
them found fault with her beauty and some said she could not 
get a husband because she came third in the family. She 
was a sinner and each breath of hers was equivalent to a 
curse. They would not be surprised if some terrible thing 
happened to one of the parents for their sin. They remarked 
sarcastically that she had wasted her age, energy and beauty 
which would have been advantageously used in wifehood and 
motherhood. Tired of taunts and the ceaseless remarks by the 
ladies at home her father resolved to get her married. As 
he could not get a man of his choice he determined to 
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give her toa man who did not care to marry but valued 
money. Her savings with him had come to ten thousand 
rupees and he did not like to make use of it. He wanted to 
give her a big surprise in her marriage present. Poor man, 
if he had announced the gift he would have secured the best 
husband for her. 

Maghbool’s idea of life was quite different from that of 
other girls. Her vast study of romance and her passion 
for music had put before her an ideal married life. It meant 
to her a heaven on earth under the protection of a man who 
would be all love and would care for her desires, comfort and 
even whims and fancies, a selfless man as depicted in love 
songs. The admiration and regard given her at home had 
developed a high sense of self-importance and self-respect in 
her. She believed that God by bestowing upon her unique 
gifts had reserved for her a superb life. He had meant her 
to be, something in the world, and that part of her life was 
awaiting her after her marriage when she would be freer to 
make use of her talents. 

When the talk of her marriage was going on at home she 
did not hide herself in a corner and leave her fate to the 
mercy of others. Unlike other girls she overheard every word 
about it. She condemned all those who supported Kabeer’s 
proposal and could not understand how they could be blind 
to the consequences. She pitied those creatures who could 
not see beyond their nose, and had a strong confidence in her 
father’s power of judgment. She thought that he would 
never be contaminated by the influence of the lunatic ladies 
at home. How could he, a sensible man, agree to make a 
prey of her to this three-headed dragon who had nothing to 
give her for all that he would take from her ? 

One day she managed to hide herself in a place from 
where she heard her father talk with her mother. To her 
surprise he was not an exception and was of the same mind 
as his better half. The shock had a paralysing effect on her. 
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She stealthily went to her room and was lost in thought. 
Why had he not accepted the previous offer of Ahmed? 
Was it because he was not so well off? What more would 
she get by being the wife of a rich man except richer food 
and clothing? Would they give her entire happiness in 
life? Are they the only means of hapiness? Are there not 
men and women living happily without those solaces? Could 
she not have tried to be happy with the frugal food and 
scanty garments given by that one master? Was it possible 
for her to please four masters, her rivals, her husband and her 
mother-in-law? Why had he demanded a heavy Mahar from 
Ahmed? Was it to keep up his name and prestige? Or was 
it to safeguard her interests? How many men pay it? Not 
even one percent. How many get it excused and then show 
their true colours? Will the registration of a house bea 
check on him? Will it make hima saint? Are not limited 
means to a certain extent a hindrance in the free play of 
one’s instincts ? 

Maghbool’s hopes in her father were shattered. She 
was miserable beyond words. She found herself among 
heartless people who were anxious only to get rid of their 
responsibility and to please society. She confined herself to 
her bed and gave up all her activities. When food was 
brought to her she made the servant eat it and take back the 
empty plates. 

She thought she would express her dislike for the man 
and so escape the calamity. Whom to say it to and how? 
It meant a revolt against the established dogmas. She 
would be treated as a leper by everyone. No one would 
marry her if she was known as a rebel. She pictured herself 
married to lame and blind men. An awful fright entered 
her mind and she felf a palsy had smitten her. She thought 
that her refusal would be a sin against her God-sent parents. 
Would not that life be a worse torture than merely being 
one of many wives? 
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Should she let sleeping dogs lie and yield? A giri 
of so pushful a nature could not be passive. A ray of light 
shone in her mind. She would go to her widowed aunt and 
beg of her to break the engagement. Many times she went 
to her aunt’s room, but she could never bring herself to utter 
the fateful words. At length she gave up the idea as 
hopeless. She was so worried that she could notsing. Her 
father sent for her to sing, but she gave an excuse. He thought 
she felt shy to appear in front of him, and was sad at her 
coming separation from them. One day he became 
impatient to hear her sing and went to her room and com- 
pelled her. 

‘Don’t desert us so soon, Maghbool. We too have a 
claim on your gifts. Do oblige us now and then,” said he. 

Maghbool took the harmonium and played a sad song 
which she had composed herself during her days of 
seclusion. 


Life is hard and harder for the ill-trained 
The world is dark and darker for the ill-omened. 


Social customs and dogmas are worshipped, 
Human feelings and interest are suppressed. 


The world moves with the rising tide 
And even the dear and the near ones ride. 


Might is right and the mighty survive 
The weak who yield and do not strive. 


The sufferers are tormented and tortured 
Even Death takes delight in their torture. 


Death scorns and condemns his admirers 
And humiliates himself and cringes before his haters. 


O Death, do not anguish and distress the happy ones 
To fulfil one’s hopes is the noblest action. 


The cheerful ones do not need you, 
The sufferers invite and welcome you. 
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Their only resource is to escape with you, 
Their wounds are healed only by you. 


Do not turn your face from your aspirers, 
Do not force yourself upon your haters. 


Be just and respect yourself 
And come to me, an adorer of yourself. 


Faiz Mohammed was absorbed in listening to the sad 
tune and did not notice the words. 

“You are playing something new to-day. It is so sad 
and pathetic that it brings tears even to the hardest soul. 
Do sing it again, you will make me wiser,” said he. 

Maghbool opened her mouth to obey him and felt a 
big lump in her throat. She made an effort but it only 
brought tears to her big eyes. She looked at him lovingly 
and said, 

“Abba, I can’t. However I try to please you it is 
beyond me to sing.” She began to cry noiselessly and 
left the room. Her father was moved but was unaware of 
the cause of her unhappiness. At the same time he admired 
her sense of gratitude towards him. People would not write 
poems on the love of home, he thought, if it was not really 
dear tothem. The girl was so sad because she had stayed 
at home so long. 

A ladies’ tailor was announced to make blouses for the 
bride. Her aunt went to Maghbool to take her for measure- 
ments. 

“The tailor has been waiting a long time, come and 
be done with him,” said aunt who was excited with the 
numerous activities going on at home in connection with 
the ensuing marriage. 

‘Measurement for what? Is it for my shroud? I shall 
give you a nice pattern for it,’’ said Maghbool. 

‘Girls should not talk like that. What will people say? 
Who does not get married? Girls are born to be separated 
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from their parents one day or the other. You were lucky 
to be with them for twenty years. At the time of happy 
events you should not mention ill-omened names. Be thank- 
ful to God that your marriage is performed by your parents. 
Think of the orphans who cry their hearts out at their marri- 
ages because they are not lucky enough to have their parents 
to see their great day.” 

Custom says that one must not embrace a widow, but 
Maghbool cried to her heart’s content on her breast. She 
went mechanically to the tailor and after the measurements 
had been taken secluded herself in her den. ” 

A girl friend came to see her one day and finding her 
extremely sad said, 

“What's the matter with you, child? You are sad 
beyond words. New life should not be commenced with 
tears.’ 

“Tears are ahead of me for life, so I want to get used 
to them.” 

“ Marriage does mean sorrow.” 

‘‘Mine means more than that. It is a gallows waiting 
for a murderer.” 

“But why? They say he is very rich.” 

“They don’t say other things about him. I mean his 
wives and children. ”’ 

‘‘Oh goodness! Not wife but wives! Why did you not 
tell your mother secretly that you don’t want him? She 
would have taken the blame herself and rejected him.’’ 

‘The idea has tortured me day and night, but how to say 
it? I found them all bent upon pushing me into the sea.” 

‘Shall I do you a little service ? ” 

“If you dare do it you will make me grateful for life.” 

The girl left the room with enthusiasm to do a good 
deed, but being snubbed by everybody returned dejectedly. 

“Your mother asked me not to spoil you any more. I 
told her that I went to her to plead on your request.” 
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** What did she say?” 

Shall I tell you the exact words?” 

“ Do, please.” 

“She asked me to tell you to shut your mouth and be 
contented with God’s will. If you say anything more in that 
connection she will thrash you with a broom to serve you 
right. She added that she waited for twenty years to get a 
good man. You are unlucky and all her attempt failed. She 
can’t wait even a day more as the other girls will pass the 
marriage age and will bring disgrace to the family.” 

“Didn’t I tell you the futility of it? All of them 
are bent upon killing me. No human power will change 
them.” 

Maghbooi, with no food, no peace of mind and no 
rest grew pale as pale could be, so much so that she fainted 
on the Takhat at the time of Jalva. In consequence 
Kabeer had to wait till very late in the night and so 
slept. When she came to her senses Faiz Mohamed 
took her to him and made a short speech asking him to make 
her life happy. 

“TI fell in love with you before seeing you. Now I 
adore you,’ said Kabeer to Maghbool, and waited for 
an answer. 

_ Maghbool had hated him right from the day she heard 
of his numerous wives. His words rang like a death-knell in 
her ears. His very touch seemed like a snake-bite. She 
would have abhorred to answer his questions and was thank- 
ful for the custom which forbids a bride to talk or look at the 
bridegroom at least for three months and his people for six. 
He could not be vexed by her silence and ill-treat her. 
The law was on her side. 

“I sacrificed everybody else for you. I discarded them 
all before I came to you,” said he again. No answer. He 
was surprised. Nazni had begun to speak from the third 
day. je 
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“The praise of your beauty and of your skill made me 
mad. I was dying to see you and to call you mine, but now 
I feel my love is one-sided,” said he again. 

How could he pronounce such loving words? Perhaps 
he wanted to make up for divided regard and lost love. 
Could she use such endearing words to him when her mind 
was prejudiced? 

“T gave you your Mahar in advance,” said he again. 
“Tt is an enough proof of my love for you. I put no value on 
money where your happiness is concerned. You can buy 
lots of things out of the rent. You need not ask me or my 
mother for your petty needs. I gave nothing to the other two 
except what they got at the time of their weddings. Of 
course they do not count in our life now. One is only a 
servant and the other is a ghost. You are above them.”’ 

It took her a long time to make up her mind to speak to 
him. Whenever she tried she found harsh and sarcastic 
words coming to her mouth. The ladies at home asked her 
what he said. She repeated his words. They were thrilled. 
Such a rich man to love her so dearly! Sometimes they 
asked her what she said. She told them that she had not 
opened her mouth yet. They were annoyed and said any 
other man would not have seen hér face again. 

“Are you still angry with me? What have I done to 
deserve such a severe punishment? Do you know what 
happened to me when you fainted? A little more strain 
would have killed me there. My whole body was shivering 
with fright. When your father brought you I was unconscious 
of his presence. ” \ 

‘‘A beggar’s anger does no harm to others. She is 
punished instead of punishing others. I was under a false 
impression that extreme sorrow drives away sleep, but you are 
lucky. A good sleep releases one from suffering and makes a 
man feel fresh,’’ said she in her first talk to him. 

Kabeer at once knew where to put her. He could not 
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deal with her in the same spirit. He must change his 
attitude. 

“It was not sleep, I fainted. But being stronger than 
you I could stand it better. By the by, why did your father 
get the house registered in your name befcre he gave his 
consent?” said Kabeer. The matter of the house had been 
on his mind a great deal. He could not help but let it out. 

“Did he do so? I have noidea. He must have done it 
on purpose. ”’ 

“Ts it because he had no confidence in my love?” 

“One can create confidence in others by one’s selfless 
deeds. People without living together cannot have confidence 
in one another. Naturally he could not have it in you.” 

‘‘ He ought to have known at least that if a man married 
a third time he usually becomes his wife’s slave. He ought 
to have confidence in your unique powers, which will make 
any man give not only one house but all that he possesses. 
He did not have the magnanimity of heart.” 

“He is not an ordinary man. Youcan’t judge him so 
easily. Should he not have thought so much for me after 
the harm he did for me?”’ 

“Yes, yes. He did you great harm by not trusting my 
sincerity. He tried to make trouble for both of us. My 
love for you is like a vast ocean, where all particles are 
washed away. Nothing can prevent the movement of its 
surging waves. In spite of his meanness I complied with his 
request,” said Kabeer and was proud of his ingenuity. 

Maghbool felt like laughing but controlled herself. She 
wondered where to put him, with the lunatics or in the 
category of the highest type of rogues. 

Kabeer had to please toomany masters. When his sister 
wanted to go back home before the due date he stayed at 
home to effect a reconciliation with her. He had his dinner and 
even slept there. Then he wanted to bring Nazni home and 
had to follow the same procedure. Whenever such neces- 


148 


sity arose he neither sent word to Maghbool nor told her of 
his plans beforehand. She did not ask him for the reason of 
his not coming and thought it was beneath her dignity to do 
so. But one day her patience reached its limit. 

“Did the ghost or the servant influence you to stay 
away? Everyone was waiting for dinner for a long time. 
You at least ought to have sent word to me,” said she. 

“My sister was disheartened with my cruel treatment of 
her. I was trying to clear her misunderstanding. It took a 
long time and it was time for dinner. They forced me to 
to have it with them. After that I felt too lazy to stir out of the 
house.’ Although my body was there my soul was with you 
and your picture was in my heart.”’ 

“Tsee. Didn’t you tell them that you had to come 
here?” she said sarcastically. She knew that he had 
married her without their knowledge. 

‘None of them knows of our marriage. They are very 
jealous people and would not have allowed me to marry you. 
I intend to tell them of it. I shall do it after my sister goes. 
Then | shall take you there and we shall never pass a day 
without seeing one another.”’ 

“So Iam only your mistress and do not deserve any re- 
cognition by your people.” ; 

‘You are my mistress,” said |he, “the queen of my 
heart and everything in the world to me. Usually love 
begins after the marriage but ours began before it. That 
shows our marriage was registered by God and heaven. If 
people recognise it or not what do we care? It is all God’s 
work. I must be grateful to Mustafa who found you for me. 
He must have got an inspiration. Our marriage is sacred.” 

“‘Are not all marriages sacred? Are they not based on 
selflessness and all kind of sacrifices for one another? It is 
said that a man and a woman have to be fated to live to- 
gether, but some are destined to live with three or four. ”’ 

‘“‘ Marriages performed by two loving persons are holy. 
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Not others. The elders choose and do everything so the 
chief person concerned has nothing to do but yield.”’ 

She often gave him a headache by her complicated 
questions. She always weighed her words before uttering 
them. She was a strong supporter of her parents and would 
get cross if he spoke lightly of them. 

‘Although our marriage is sacred you have no courage 
to announce it. One should be proud of having done a 
noble thing. You want to take me in by the back door.”’ 

‘‘T shall take you by the front door. When once my 
mother comes to know of it we will have no fear.” 

‘Will the ghost be there when I go? Of course the 
servant will be there to work for us. By the by did the 
servant get her baby ?” | 

“Don’t pronounce the names of those wretches. The 
very mention of them gets on my nerves. Life is short but 
full of miseries. Letus be happy without creating unneces- 
sary unpleasant feelings. What do we gain by such talk?” 

“Their names make me mad too but I thought you 
felt pleased with them. As you know, now and then you 
get into a mood to please them. Now I see you really 
don’t like them. I read in a book that man has double 
teeth like an elephant. People have the audacity to write 
such rot and send it to be printed. What I don’t like, you 
too despise, so where is the hidden tooth?” 

“I discarded, rejected and despised them all when I 
married you. Even supposing I talk to them sometimes 
it is only to keep a smiling face on them. Otherwise they 
will curse us. A disappointed woman’s curse had destroyed 
many a man. I don’t care if they only do it to me but if 
they do it to you to destroy my happiness I will be helpless.’’ 

“So one’s love has a quality of change. Does it change 
with the winds ?”’ 

“Love is an ocean. It changes and yet it is the same. 
The tossing of the waves makes no difference as it is 
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temporary. One should take the rise and fall of the waves 
as outside enjoyments. Love in the early stage of life is 
not constant and it is a mere child’s play. There is no 
strong sentiment or attachment for one’s object.” 

“T see you speak very humorously. Your love for me 
is a product of old age. So there is no fear of its change. 
Don’t they say that love comes only once in one’s life ?” 

This was a hard question. The answers he had 
contemplated for days together were exhausted. There was 
no ready reply so he pretended to snore. Maghbool looked 
this side and that in the room to discover if there was a 
third person to overhear their talk, but how could there be? 
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CHAPTER XII 


A telegram from Mehar Rassool, Jamila’s husband, was 
received to the great excitement of the whole family. He 
was coming to take his family home and someone had to 
go to the station to receive him. Kabeer was sent for by 
Zuhra but no trace of him could be found. Mustafa, question- 
ed, said that he had gone to visit the tenants, and then 
hurried to inform Kabeer of the agitation at home. In spite 
of his multifarious engagements Kabeer found time to go 
to the station. 

“You are a lucky fellow. Luck smiles on you almost 
every year by bringing you a fresh, new stock whereas 
others rot for years. Before the congratulation for the 
first marriage got stale you created an occasion for their 
renewal. This is one of the ways of becoming prominent, 
If you had informed me mine would have been the first. 
How did you wangle that coveted girl?” 

“Which—-which one—who told you?” gasped Kabeer. 

“You've just married Faiz Mohammed's daughter, 
haven’t you?” 

“Yes—but there is another.” 

“That is your first wife for whom you were giving your 
life.”’ 

‘No, mother brought one.” 

‘‘ Then the recent one is your third wife ?”’ 

66 Yes,” 

“You seem to have aimed at capturing the whole 
feminine world on the pretext of Tabligh-e-Islam” 
-said Mehar. 
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“Whatever may be the purpose mother brought one 
from the slums. I was fed up with her so I married the 
one you speak of.” 

‘So the first one does not count even numerically ?” 

‘‘We are not speaking of her now. She is there. Where 
else can she go?”’ 

‘So Faiz Mohammed’s daughter is your favourite now. 
How long will your sentiment for her last? Till you get a 
fresh hand, I suppose,” said Mehar. 

“How did you know of it? No one knows of it here.’’ 

“Are people blind, deaf and dumb? They are more 
interested in such things than in anything else, and such 
tidings travel faster than any means of conveyance.” 

“You live so far from us. Who told you in that 
village ?”’ 

“Don’t let your imagination run away with you. The 
world is very small. Today distances don’t count, but one’s 
gain or loss is steadily kept in view by everybody.” 

‘That does not matter. Neither Ammajan nor Jamila 
knows of it.”’ 

“If the ladies of your house do not know of it it does not 
mean that all are kept in the dark. Your gain has been 
Ahmed’s loss. Naturally the subject has been discussed in 
detail by many men,” said Mehar. 

“Was he trying there?” 

‘ Didn’t your sister tell you about it? I wrote a letter 
to her.” 

“She has not told me. It is surprising.” 

“Then the mother and the daughter are hand in glove 
and are plotting to catch you unawares.” 

‘““There has been no change in them. On the other 
hand they are more considerate and obliging to me these 
days.” 

“You can’t judge them by that. Their regard for you 
may be out of policy.” 
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‘“T have noticed their affected behaviour is temporary, 
but this is sincere.” 

‘How have you managed to keep it secret so long ?”’ 

“I stopped the visits of all strangers both male and 
female and left the bride in her father’s house. I shifted 
to the front building. I get my food and sleep there so 
no one knows of my activities.” 

““Do you ever go to your first wife? Does she know 
of it?” 

“She was in Kashmir. After her return I saw her 
twice and found her her natural self. She isa woman of few 
words, always passive like a lamb and indifferent to 
consequences.”’ 

“You have proved a big scoundrel. I can’t imagine 
myself in your position. But one thing I unhesitatingly say, 
that you have made a mess of your life and have wantonly 
destroyed your happiness. True happiness does not come by 
double-dealing. You will have no real sympathiser in 
life.” 

‘Don’t mention it to Jamila. 1 want to say it myself to 
Ammajan. Let her not know through another source. My 
position in the house will be awkward. No one will trust 
me.” 

‘Your action has belied their trust. You can’t expect 
roguery and trust to go together.” 

“There is a time for everything. Mother is not ready to 
face an expense of several thousands. She will die of heart 
failure. I must gradually bring her round to my point 
of view.” 

“You lack moral courage. The direct way of doing 
things is happier,” said Mehar. 

‘Let it be whatever it is, don't tell anybody at home. 
Do oblige me. You will not repent it.” 

“QO. K. I shall try not to let you down.” 

They came home. Kabeer was nervous. He had 
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no confidence in his brother-in-law, yet he could do nothing 
else but trust his goodness. He determined not to go 
to Maghbool during his short sojourn, and to meet Mehar 
often to remind him of his promise. 

‘‘So your new sister-in-law is from the slums?” said 
Mehar maliciously to Jamila. 

‘She is just the head-cook. Everyone treats her like a 
servant. Mother was deceived, poor Bhai was upset and even 
now he hates to see her face and lives in the next house. 
She is more mother’s servant than Bhai’s wife.” 

“Does he live in the office because he can’t bear to see 
her? Is he doing the right thing? He married her and 
has her in his house, yet he lives outside. What an innocent 
creature you are!” 

“Why, what of it ?”’ said Jamila. 

‘Oh nothing. Is she so ugly that he is driven out of the 
house ?” 

‘“‘Ugliness is not the word for it. Peep through 
the window. You can see her walking up and down with 
things. You have seen the cook so any other person 
than she is the newcomer.” 

Mehar very patiently began to peep through the window 
now and then. Munira knowing the presence of a second 
man at home had reduced her activities. She confined her- 
self to the kitchen and made the cook fetch and carry things. 
In spite of his vigilance for two days he was not able to see 
Munira. Finally Jamila and Mehar made a plot, the latter to 
bring her somehow or the other opposite to their room. 
Jamila started putting beds and clothes in the sun and asked 
Munira to help her while Mehar peeped through the key- 
hole of his room. 

“Baba, I am going to tell Munira,” said his little girl, 
who had entered the room through the bathroom. 

What do you want to tell her?” said Mehar puzzled. 

“You saw her through the key-hole.” 
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“Who is Munira? I was repairing the lock because I 
could not close the door,” said Mehar holding the knob 
and twisting it mervously. 

“IT know what you did. The lock is all right. See how 
nicely it is locked. You are telling lies.” 

“Bi Bi, Baba saw Munira through this hole,” said 
the mischievous girl when Jamila reentered the room. 

“He is not a bad man. Only bad people look at women. 
Don’t you know that God puts melted lead in men’s eyes if 
they see women? The hole is very small. You can’t see 
through it,’ said Jamila perplexed. 

“When I play Hide and Seek with Lulu I see her 
through it. I know what Baba did,” was the persistent 
answer. 

‘“‘T was cleaning the lock of the door.” 

‘Your hands were at your back and your eye was on 
the hole. You did not clean it. I know what you did,” 
said the girl. 

_ Jamila was ina fix. If the people of the house came to 
know of it they would think ill of her husband. There 
would be enmity between Kabeer and Mehar for life. 

‘““Who will see a servant? Don’t tell lies. If you say it 
to anybody at home I shall slap you and never bring you 
here,” said Jamila. 

“T did not tell a lie. Baba did it,’”’ said the bold child, 
and ran away. Jamila attempted to catch her. 

“Don’t strike her. You will make matters worse. 
The key-hole was full of cobwebs. I cleaned it and before I 
had a glimpse of Munira the little devil dashed from the 
back and shouted,” said Mehar. 

“You ought to have closed the back door. She was 
playing in the opposite room. I had an intuition of it. So I 
came to see. Never mind. Munira is not respected by 
Bhai. Otherwise he would not have excused you for 
anything in the world.’’ 
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“What a monster she is. No wonder he hated to live in 
the house and as a revenge married Ahmed’s would-be wife.” 

“Was Ahmed trying to marry Munira ?”” 

“What a simpleton you are. Will Ahmed marry a 
womaa from the slums? A bachelor and a man of position 
was after the most accomplished girl.” 

“Has Bhai married a third time? Ammajan and I had 
a discussion about your letter, but I was not at all convinced 
when she said you meant Munira.” 

“T am forbidden from making mention of it to you. 
I never dreamt that your own brother, for whom you would 
give your life, had kept you in the dark. I was annoyed 
with your letter not knowing the truth. It is the way of the 
world. The innocent and frank are distrusted and the rogues 
and hypocrites are worshipped,” said Mehar to create more 
confidence in her for himself. 

“Who will believe Bhai doing these things? He is so 
modest and never talks of women or marriage. Has he 
really married without our knowledge? I knew nothing 
even of Munira’s marriage till I saw her at home. I hada 
fight and took some time to reconcile with him.” 

“That is what I say. Sometimes just to tease you I 
talk of remarriage and you call me names, whereas Kabeer 
does not talk but acts slyly yet he is an angel to you. He 
has married a young, beautiful and rich girl, the daughter of 
Faiz Mohammed, Thaseeldar.” 

‘What a traitor Bhai has turned out! How familiar 
and sincere he is to us, who would expect such a thing from 
him ?” 

“Yes, only such people get on in the world,” said 
Mehar. 

“How long will their treachery last? One day the evil 
must be detected and the doer is punished.” 

‘“Who punishes them? On the other hand they are 
flattered and respected.” 
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“Tf no one punishes them their own conscience is 
enough. People after all are sensible. Will I have any 
respect for him hereafter?” said she meaningly. 

‘“‘He has kept it a secret and wants to reveal it himself 
to your mother, so we had better not get involved in the 
conspiracy. In what way will we make matters better by 
informing her? I promised him not to tell you but there is 
nothing in my life that you don’t know.” 

‘“ Ammajan is already suspecting some such thing. She 
said that there is a big difference between the former and 
the present income. If she is kept in the dark he will 
squander the property.” 

‘We will be creating a misunderstanding between him 
and ourselves. He can’t waste the money without giving 
you your share. We will file a suit against him. To keep a 
nominal friendship with him and be cautious so far as our 
interests are concerned is wise.” | 

‘'That’s what I can’t do. If I entertain ill-feeling towards 
someone I hate to see him. I wonder what will happen to 
Bhabi if she knows that he has married a third time and 
has a young woman. I consoled her by saying that he has 
got only a servant in Munira.” 

“Our own worries are quite enough. Why should we 
bother about others? We can’t repair the fate of Nazni by 
our sympathy.” 

Mehar was an ideal man to Jamila. In comparison with 
Kabeer her admiration for his wisdom and fidelity knew no 
bounds. She made up her mind to keep his promise and 
not to inform her mother about the matter. Difference had 
to come between them over her share of her father’s property, 
and it was sensible to do it tactfully. 

“TI think things are going from bad to worse. You have 
to be very careful in money matters,” said Jamila to her 
mother before leaving. 

“What makes you think that ?” 
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“Nothing in particular. I thought of the difference 
you spoke about in the income. Bhai is so careless and 
leaves things too much to others. The servants may deceive 
him,” said Jamila. 

“T am suspecting Kabeer’s sincerity. He is quite 
changed. Leave alone the servants cheating him, he will 
deceive himself and will deprive others of their happiness. 
A person with that attitude of mind is liable to do anything. 
He is self-deluded and puts the blame on others,” said 
Zuhra. 

Jamila was satisfied with the hint she had given and 
also with her mother’s answer. The day she was leaving 
Kabeer stayed at home and tried to be very loving to her 
and her children. She was cold and avoided him. He 
accompanied her to the station to find out if she had come 
to know of his secret but in vain. Even Zuhra seemed to 
behave a little queerly. She was thinking of the money. 

‘“T think a sort of magic is going on in our affairs. No 
two things tally. The worst thing is the enormous difference 
in our income,” said Zuhra to Kabeer one day. 

““How could our income be the same as before after 
selling so many things ?”’ 

‘How many houses did we sell? Only one at the time 
of your wedding. The difference I speak of is after that.” 

‘‘Ammajan, you don’t understand the situation. The 
present arrangement is not mine. It has been going on from 
father’s days. My interference in the established affairs will 
only upset the whole organisation so thoughtfully managed 
by him. We have to trust our servants as they are. more 
experienced than myself,” said Kabeer very sentimentally. 

“So long as they were trustworthy we did respect them. 
They can’t expect to enrich themselves at our cost. The 
difference is very big. If we don’t deal with them seriously 
now we shall be left beggars after some years.” 

‘You destroyed my home and drove me mad. I had 
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neither peace of mind nor happiness in life. Now I have 
made my life with unsurmountable difficulties and feel my- 
self in a position to look to other things. Once I find out the 
culprit God knows how I shall deal with him.” 

‘For the last four months I am not receiving the rent 
for the corner house. They say nothing when I ask for it. 
It was reduced from fifty to thirty five and now to nothing. 
Are they all a pack of rogues? What are they?” 

‘‘Oh—wait a minute. Now I remember. Something 
very strange was said about that house. They say it is 
haunted. Some years ago a2 woman died there. It seems 
every night without fail at twelve she cries. If by chance 
any child happens to hear it the very next day it falls ill 
and dies. I overlooked it and made the staff get the rent 
by hook or by crook, but how long can we cheat people? 
Now no one rents it and they even refuse to live there free,’’ 
said Kabeer very sadly. 

“People used to live there for years and they called it a 
Mubarak Ghar.” 

“All that was happening before that wretched woman 
died. After that tenants leave the house without our know- 
ledge. Now it is completely delapidated.”’ 

‘The house which used to bring in a regular rent has 
come to that. You depend too much upon workers and 
second-hand information. Why don’t you go to the tenants 
and have a talk with them ?”’ 

‘““What respect will people have for me if I go from 
house to house as a rent collector? Ammajan, you don’t 
know what you ask.” 

“Pride goes before a fall, and yours is the symbol of 
our ruination. Well, that is the story about the most popular 
house. What had happened to the three-cornered field? 
We ought to have got two thousand rupees six months‘ago, 
along with the rent of the other lands. Has a_ miracle 
occurred to it too?” . 
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“Ves, there is a story behind it. Last year a python 
Jevoured a farmer and after that incident no one is willing 
to cultivate it. It will be some years before the villagers 
forget it. Keeping such lands is foolish, We must sell 
them all and buy shops in the city.” 

“You dare not sell any more property. Jamila’s hus- 
band will file a suit for her share. It has to be transferred 
from one generation to another.” 

‘Money is meant to make one comfortable and happy. 
If it does not serve the purpose it should be thrown in the 
gutter. Kharoon possessed a treasury equivalent to the 
wealth of the world and yet died the most miserable death. 
Who enjoyed it after him? Misers hoard wealth and the 
wise make use of it in their lifetime.” 

‘We must thank our lucky stars for having enough to 
satisfy our needs. You have to think of the future and of 
your children. If he had not left the property what would 
have happened to you?” 

‘Yes, live in misery thinking of the future. Your ways 
of life are quite different from ours. My life had become 
unbearable while trying to adjust myself to please you.” 

‘“Your ways and mine!’ repeated Zuhra. “ Have you 
gone out of your wits? You are a changed man. You have 
neither home nor interest in its members. For name sake 
you shifted to the opposite house and whenever I send for you 
they don’t tell me where you have gone.” 

“T am not a woman to confine myself to the four walls 
of aroom. God has made man free to do what he likes and 
a woman dare not deprive him of his privileges.” 

‘Don’t talk nonsense to me. You are not speaking to 
your servant. You will know what will happen to you if you 
do what you like,” said Zuhra sternly. 

“You are my mother. I pay you as much respect as you 
deserve. Neither more nor less than that,” said Kabeer 
furiously and left the room. 
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The very next day a car stopped in front of the door. 
Zuhra was near the kitchen for her morning round. 

‘‘Somebody has come. See who it is,” said Zuhra to 
the cook. 

‘Bring a curtain,” said Kabeer to the cook. 

‘Master wants a curtain. He has brought a beautiful 
woman. I saw her peeping out of the car,” said the cook, 
panting with excitement. 

“ Kabeer has brought a woman! It must be Nazni. He 
would not have done it without informing me.” 

“It is not Nazni Begum, but a young girl who looks like 
a bride. I think she is his new wife. Both of them are 
whispering and smiling very lovingly. He never spoke to 
Munira,” were the relevant and irrelevant sentences uttered 
by the cook. 

“Don’t talk rubbish, Who asked you to pass your 
remarks? This is how people scandalise!" said Zuhra who 
was standing in the quadrangle. After hearing the arrival of 
a new person her hands went mechanically to her head. The 
fingers combed the hair and automatically they came down 
and set right the creases in her sari. She looked smart and 
was prepared to receive the beautiful woman. 

“ Greet Ammajan,” said Kabeer to Maghbool, who with 
a frightened face and a heart broken to pieces bent down to 
touch Zuhra’s feet. 

“Who is she?” stammered Zuhra. 

‘Who will come with me to my house?” Kabeer said. 

“Who will come with me to my house!” repeated 
Zuhra. 

Have girls become so cheap and immodest as to follow 
men?” said she again, gazing at the kitchen. Perhaps her 
sympathy with Munira directed her eyes to see if she was 
also one of the spectators of the drama. 

“No girl follows a man unless he marries her,” said 
Kabeer slowly while Maghbool was looking at her mother-in- 


w, who after a glance at her had averted her face. Zuhra 
th a jerk turned and walked back to her room. 

Munira, standing behind the kitchen door, had listened to 

ery word uttered. She was admiring the beautiful woman 

r the side of her husband. She did not know whether to 

y or laugh at his fantastic way in bringing home a 

aw wife. She felt proud at having married respectably with 

e knowledge of her mother-in-law. He had not kidnapped 

er and she had not eloped with him. Her dog-like faithful- 
ess to him prevailed over her sentiment and her right of 
fifehood. She decided that it was her duty to love them 
oth and serve them. 

Kabeer did not like to follow his mother and beg of her 
p excuse him. He had learnt to keep up his dignity before 
tis wives. He took Maghbool to his old room and told the 
iriver to send her belongings there. The furniture was wait- 
ng outside for him. He had the bed and dressing rooms 
arranged at once, 

Maghbool felt insulted and was depressed beyond words. 
She sat with her chin in her palm, as a person leaves herself 
to be tossed by circumstances. 

“Don’t worry,” said Kabeer. “TI shall bring Ammajan 
round. If she does not come to her senses and treat you 
kindly I shall keep you in a separate house. She knew 
nothing of our marriage. When she saw you unexpectedly she 
was surprised and did not think how she was acting. I shall 
make her understand that if she wants to see me alive she 
must make you happy.” He left the room with a gentle touch 
on her pink cheek. 

Munira kept a keen watch on them. She felt sad to see 
Maghbool unhappy. When she saw Kabeer go to his mother’s 
room she ran from the kitchen to Maghbool’s room. 

“What's your name?” asked Munira panting. 

““Maghbool,” was the curt answer. She wondered 
whether the speaker was a servant or a relative of Kabeer. 
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‘Tf just suits you. You are a real Maghbool.” 

‘“Am I? It is very kind of you to say so.” 

“If I were as beautiful as you are I would never have 
been sad.” 

“You seem happy without it. Good looks don’t make a 
person happy. Are you pleased to see me?” 

‘‘ After seeing you from the kitchen window I was dying 
to make your acquaintance. I was simply longing for him to 
leave the room,” said Munira. 

“Why didn’t you come when he was here?” 

‘‘T feel nervous in his presence. I never go to him when 
he is with other people. Even if I go there he never looks 
at me and he gets angry with me afterwards.”’ 

Maghbool understood that the ugly woman in front of 
her was Kabeer’s second wife, whom he called a servant. The 
poor thing seemed to have no idea of jealousy. 

‘What do you do all day ?”’ 

‘What do women do except cooking, washing and 
stitching ? When his sister was here [ had a lot to do.” 

‘Do you feel happy ?” 

“T feel unhappy if there is no work. Are you married, 
or have you run away with him?” 

“ Do Muslim girls do such things ?”’ 

“Oh yes,” said Munira knowingly. ‘“ There was a beauti- 
ful girl near our house. Once she was peeping through a 
window when a man was passing by. He noticed her and 
bribed an old woman to bring the girl to him. The old 
wretch visited the house on some pretext and told the girl 
there was a nice tamasha she would take her to that night. 
She took the girl and handed her over to the man, and she 
has never been heard of since. The father was furious and 
wanted to kill himself and the mother died of sorrow.” 

“You can’t strike all girls with the same whip. That 
girl may be from a poor family.” 

“Yes, she was. When were you married? Who came 
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for your marriage? For my marriage Ammajan herself 
came,” said Munira proudly. 

Maghbool hesitated. Her husband had kept it a secret 
and she did not know what he would want her to say. She 
cursed herself for being the victim of double-dealing, and 
being looked down upon by everybody. 

‘‘T don’t know,” she said with a deep sigh. 

“You don’t know the date of your own marriage!” 
Munira exclaimed. “I was aspiring to get married and 
I counted the days on my fingers. Is it months or days since 
you were married ?”’ 

“T don’t remember anything about it.” 

“Never mind. We shall be friends. All these days 
I have been alone and there was no one to talk to. What 
can you say to Ammajan except answer her questions? I 
have someone to talk and laugh with. I am glad you 
are here.” 

“T shall be pleased to be with you. You are very kind 
to me.” 

“You are joking. No one here has told me _ that 
although I love and serve them all. I think he married you 
four months ago,” said Munira. 

‘* How do you know ?” 

“One day, without any cause, he picked a quarrel 
with everybody at home and went to live in the next house. 
For eighteen days he did not enter the house. Everyone 
was worried and I did not know what to do. I cried every 
night. Now I understand why he did it.”’ 

“Does he not live here ?”’ 

“No, he comes once a day to see his mother. I see him 
coming and going through the window. Sometimes I see 
his face and other times only his back.” 

‘If he does not care for you why do you see him and 
die for him ?” 

‘‘T feel miserable if I don’t see him at least once a day. 
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Let him do what he likes but I don’t like to do the same to 
him. God has made him a man. Because of my sins He 
created me a woman. During these four months he had his 
dinner twice with his sister and mother and slept in this 
room on that bed. Your cot is very nice. It is better than 
his first wife’s.” 

“Where is it? Have you seen her ?”’ 

“‘No, they say she is like a Hoor. It is in the opposite 
room. His sister had been using it. I don’t like to leave you 
alone, but I must go to see to the food. Shall I bring your 
lunch here ?”’ 

“Don’t worry. I don’t feel hungry,” said Maghbool. 

She was pleased with this simple talkative woman. She 
felt that she could while away her time in her company. Her 
philosophy of married life seemed queer to Maghbool. She 
thought if she had to live in that house she would have to 
follow Munira’s example. Could she do it? Could she sup- 
press her feelings ? 

“Oh hopes, how hideously you differ in realisation!” said 
she to herself and lay down on the bed. 

“From the day you brought the negress home I was 
wild with rage. I scorned everybody and everything in the 
world till I found a woman to my satisfaction,” said Kabeer 
to Zuhra. 

“You behave as if you had no beautiful wife. Bad 
enough acting like a coward. You want to justify your 
roguery by a lame excuse. If you wanted to marry a third 
time why didn’t you say so?” 

“Because I knew I would not be allowed, and you 
would have brought a woman of your choice.” 

“T know you now. I was under a wrong impression. I 
took you for what you seemed,” said Zuhra. 

“T am fed up with this life. I shall kill ‘myself, then 
everybody will be happy. No one cares for my happiness 
and no one has eyes to see my sufferings. ” 
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‘We sympathised with you and did our best to make you 
happy. If you were destined to live with an ugly woman it 
was not our fault. For all my sacrifices I am made a monu- 
ment of wickedness and the most selfish creature,” said 
Zuhra. 

“Tf my own near and dear ones can’t get on with me 
and my devotion to my mother has resulted in this it is better 
for me to end this life. I don’t want to live any longer. | 
don’t want wives and children. Let them all be widows and 
orphans. What dolI care for them when I am going tothe 
grave?’ said Kabeer emotionally. 

If there was anything in the world that could melt 
Zuhra’s heart it was the idea of Kabeer’s death. She was 
already apprehensive that Akram having being born the 
same day and time as Kabeer was a bad omen for him. She 
was tortured by the idea but being afraid of its coming true 
never expressed it to anybody. 

‘Dont talk of death and the grave,” said Zuhra, deeply 
moved. “ Let those expressions go to your enemies. What is 
over, isover. For whom am I labouring here if not for you ? 
If I had not allowed you to marry again it would have been in 
your and your children’s interest. You'll find out how 
difficult it is to keep more than one wife. I won’t live much 
longer to plague you. I pray day and night for your long 
life and happiness. If you live happily even my bones in 
the grave will be pleased.” 

“Everything in the house is left to you. I have 
nothing to do with it. If 1 attend to domestic duties the out- 
door work and the care of the property will suffer. I have 
no more desires in life. I shall be ever obedient and grate- 
ful to you for all that you have done for me,” said Kabeer 
equally moved. 

“T solved the problem very easily. My love for you 
gave me resolution and tact to deal with it. Ammajan will 
be very kind to you hereafter,’ said Kabeer to Maghbool, 
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“T hope so. Munira has been here.” 

“Why did you allow her here? Her place is in the 
kitchen,” said Kabeer. 

Maghbool felt pain in her heart to see the attitude of the 
man for whom that woman had such disinterested devotion. 
Could she expect anything better? 

“I did not see anything bad in her.” 

“ Perhaps you did not look at her face and teeth.” 

“I did, but did not care for a thing for which she was 
not responsible,” said Maghbool slowly. Though she felt 
sad for her rival she did not want to make him love her 
more. 
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CHAPTER XIII 


Doulath Khan was confined to bed for some weeks after 
his return from Kashmir. The cold climate had been too 
much for his poor old limbs. Crowds of friends came to make 
enquiries after his health. One of them was an intimate 
chum, Zakir Hussain, a man of communicative nature, who 
had made friends with many of the leading people of the 
place. Unfortunately for Kabeer he had happened to be 
present at the time of ,Nikha. When he heard of Doulath 
Khan’s return from the hills he went to him to tell his friend 
of the roguery of his son-in-law. 

‘There is no end to dishonesty, selfishness, treachery 
and ingratitude in this world,” said Zakir Hussain emotionally. 
“The greater the rogue the more prominent he is. A man 
in the good old days was frightened to death to be called a 
sinner. Now sin is an art appreciated by friends and applaud- 
ed by relations. No trace of the modesty, honesty and 
straightforwardness of our days is left in this worthless 
world. God should close our eyes before showing us any 
more of their treacherous doings. One's own friend and son- 
in-law’s ingratitude towards his benefactor, a living saint, has 
come to light. It is said in the future one’s own children will 
be traitors. We should not live to see those days,” he 
added. 

“Who is that living saint?” asked Doulath Khan calmly. 

“Who can it be but you ?” 

‘Oh I see! You have not understood me well. You are 
blind to my shortcomings. There have been many instances 
wherein sons and daughters have acted treacherously to their 
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parents. You need not wait to see those days. The world 
would be monotonous without such elements. People of a 
complex nature are both constructive and destructive. The 
former because they warn more conscientious beings against 
involving themselves in complications, and the latter because 
the inevitable nemesis sets an example to less experienced 
men. In the present world changes are so rapid that we are 
too old to cope with them. Hence they are hideous to us. 
Has there been any particular instance worth mentioning ?” 

“Your son-in-law has married your friend’s daughter.” 

“He did not marry my friend’s daughter. Moreover 
it is an old story. It is almost a year since he was 
remarried.” 

“The event I am speaking of is recent. It took place 
when you were in Kashmir. I attended it.” 

“You are mistaken. My going to Kashmir was in 
that connection. After his remarriage my daughter was 
seriously ill. I took her there for a change. I believe he 
married an ugly and poor woman and treats her like servant.’’ 

“Whose daughter did he marry then?” 

“T don’t know the details, but this is certain that she 
comes from an unknown family.” 

“T know the history of the girl he married now. She 
is beautiful, rich and accomplished. When Kabeer saw me 
at the time of the Nikha he did not know where to look. 
I was staring furiously at him, otherwise he would have 
asked me to keep it a secret.” 

“ Didn’t you say he married my friend’s daughter ?” 

‘Yes, Faiz Mohammed’s,” 

“Faiz, the Thaseeldar, the wretch used to be here 
almost every day before I left for Kashmir,” said Doulath 
Khan perplexed but with apparent serenity. 

“The blighter owes his position and wealth to you. The 
minute your back was turned he showed himself in his 
true colours. I happened to pass his house that day and on 
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seeing the commotion I went inside. I could not believe my 
eyes seeing Kabeer on the bridal seat, but I sat down oppo- 
site him till the Nikha was over. Then I slipped away.” 

‘“‘No wonder the poor wretch has not been here so long. 
He had no courage to show his face. I am not so much 
. surprised that he got his daughter married without informing 
me, but that he made her a third wife. He had given me 
to understand that he cared more for the happiness of his 
daughters than their marriage. I wonder what made the 
fellow act like a lunatic. Was it Kabeer’s wealth? I should- 
n't think so. After Kabeer’s second marriage he told me one 
day sarcastically that he would never give his daughter to 
every Zaid and Bakar just because he had some money.” 

‘He has not been blind to his daughter’s interests. He 
got a house worth fifty thousand registered in her name 
before the marriage was settled. He himself gave hera 
dowry of ten thousand, not in the way of jewels but cash 
deposited in her name in a bank.” 

‘‘So he made her economically independent. Now I 
understand why he was indifferent in the choice of a son-in- 
law. He made it a business. I spent a lakh of rupees on 
the marriage of my daughter yet I left her ina helpless 
condition. He is superior to me in his practical knowledge 
of the world.” 

Zakir Hussain was astounded at Doulath Khan’s calm. 
He would have raved and created a commotion in the whole 
family and made his daughter divorce her husband ; but 
Doulath Khan appreciated the wisdom of Faiz Mohammed. 
Zakir Hussain had come fully prepared to light a bonfire in 
his friend’s family, but left him convinced of his way of 
thinking. 

After his departure Doulath Khan pondered over the 
situation. His son-in-law had brought home two more wives 
regardless of the happiness of his daughter. He stopped 
seeing him after his second marriage. His indifference to 
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his wife was clear. Should he inform his daughter of Kabeer’s 
third marriage? She would only cry and fall ill. He thought 
of no one in the family with whom he could consult and share 
his burden. He could neither convince the ladies of his 
ideas nor make Nazni discard her husband. He thought it 
would be better to leave things to take their own course. 

Nazni’s elder brother had been transferred to a distant 
district. He often wrote and invited his sister to his place 
for a change and to prevent her from going to Kabeer. 
Maghbool’s arrival at home compelleed Kabeer to make 
another serious effort to bring Nazni home before she came 
to know of his third marriage. 

“He told me if I don’t go home soon I will have to 
repent it,” said Nazni to her mother. 

““The harm a husband usually threatens his wife with 
has already been done. What more can a women have 
than a rival at home ?” said her mother. 

‘He said he would not come here any more. I 
asked him to take Bavajan’s permission and take me with 
him. He said he has nothing to do with anybody in the 
house. He is his own master and will care for no one,” 
said Nazni crying. 

‘‘Now it has come to that it is better you should go. If 
you refuse the result will be separation,” said the mother. 
Nazni cried bitterly. 

“Crying will not make things any better. You cried for a 
whole year but you had to go in the end. When a woman 
enters married life she has to be ready for anything and 
everything. Why do the parents cry at the birth and 
marriage of a girl if not for her misfortune and the suffer- 
ings she will have to undergo in the world?” She left her 
weeping daughter. 

“Nazni is going to her husband's house to-morrow. We 
must prepare thosha to be sent with her. ”’ 

“Tt will bring no good luck to her. You sent many 
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from the day she was married but it was no use. If she must 
go let her be ready without it to face the consequences. ’”’ 

‘‘Thoshas are sent to quieten the barking dogs. Old 
customs are based on reasoning and have been followed ad- 
vantageously for ages. We prevented her from going there 
for about a year. Now he has given her an ultimatum. He 
will come here no more.” 

“What will she lose by it?” 

‘“What will she lose?” repeated the wife. ‘She will 
lose the world. What will she gain by not going except 
misery and disgrace? Marriage is not a business to think of 
advantages and disadvantages. It should be made a matter 
to give and never expect to take. She is his property. We 
have no right to it. The longer she keeps away from him the 
greater will be the breach between them and consequently 
the relation between him and the other woman will be 
closer.”’ 

‘‘The presence of a discarded woman will not change 
his heart. She is to him like a dropped tear. He will still be 
at liberty to love the ugly woman or to bring home another 
pretty one even when your daughter is with him. A woman 
who only yields and has not learnt to assert herself and re- 
sent wrongs done to her is only a puppet who is pitied but 
not respected. Pity is soon converted into scorn. I wish the 
punishment could be inflicted on you instead of on that inno- 
cent girl. ”’ | 

“How grand it would look with your false teeth, grey 
hair and aches all over you body if you brought a new wife 
to inflict punishment on me!” 

“Impulsive woman. You can’t understand anything 
beyond your affairs. I meant that you are more responsible 
than she is for having caused complications in her life. On 
account of your doings she has to suffer.” 

“As if Tam not concerned with her sorrows. Why 
don’t you speak out and say what you want her todo? You 
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behave as if she matters nothing to you,” said she 
sarcastically. 

“You and I can’t change her destiny. The consequen- 
ces good or bad of one’s doings are inevitable. It is the 
irony of fate that the innocent suffer and the criminal escape 
immediate punishment. There is no use repenting when it is 


too late.” 
“T remember when he was remarried you sided with 


him. Now all of a sudden what has made you so depressed ? 
It is beyond a woman’s power of understanding to judge 
man’s nature. It is one thing one time and something else 
another,’’ 

“According to your logic a woman is very constant. 
Nazni isa woman and a mother. Our duty is only to aid her 
in her decision,” said he. 

“He is indifferent to her and unfriendly towards us. He 
does not even care for you and flatly refuses any obedience 
to you. For all our sacrifies we got nothing but ingratitude 
and disrespect.” 

‘‘No son-in-law is ever grateful to his parents-in-law. 
Every young man enters married life with an expectation 
of a world of no worries where the parents-in-law satisfy all 
his needs. Such a high demand can never be satisfied. 
Discontent commences, grievances increase, hatred for the 
source which seemed very lucrative results. Your son-in-law 
is no exception. A man entering a new life increases 
his responsibilities and needs with the enlargement of the 
family, naturally he feels himself at bay. Send her if she is 
willing.” He made himself busy with a paper. His wife 
had to leave the room. 

Nazni came home escorted by her uncle and Akram’s 
ayah. The former after sending all her belongings inside 
the house left at once. Kabeer had gone out. Nazni went 
to her mother-in-law and after paying her respects stood there 
very modestly. 
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Zuhra had found Maghbool haughty and proud and now 
felt an unwonted sympathy for Nazni. Whenever Magh- 
bool was checked she frowned and disappeared, or answered 
back, Maghbool did not make it a point to visit her mother- 
in-law every morning to pay her respects. Any time during 
the day when she saw her she wished her good morning but 
not politely. Zuhra disliked her, but there was no remedy. 
Her son was changed. She could not say anything against 
his wife. Once he frankly told her to change her behaviour 
towards his third wife. Nazni after standing there for some 
time turned to leave. 

‘Your indifference and foolishness have been the cause 
of your destruction. I used to ask you not to comb your hair 
standing as it meant an invitation to a rival. You brought a 
curse on your life by your own actions. I pity you and hope at 
least you will come to your senses now. Come to me for help 
whenever you need it and don’t run to your parents for con- 
solation.” . 

Nazni thought of Munira and looked at her mother-in-law 
with eyes that craved for sympathy. She walked towards 
her old room. The cook parte her going to Maghbool’s 
room ran after her. 

‘ Bi Bi come this way, that is not your room,” said she. 
She was fond of Nazni. 

“Why, what has happened to our room ?” 

“ Don’t call it yours any more. It has been occupied by 
a person superior to you. This is yours.” 

“Tt is dark and stuffy. I shall die if I livethere. You 
said she lived in the lumber room.” 

“It is not the ugly one but another who has taken the 
best in the house. Master himself took her there and arrang- 
ed all her things. You have not one rival but two. ”’ 

‘What! there are two? I am put between two 
dragons to be devoured ! Show her to me! I shall strangle 
her to death and burn her body to ashes! How dare she use 
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my things having come to my house to lick my paw?” raved 
Nazni. Controlling her teats with a great strain she 
staggered to the room meant for her and sat down on her old 
bed. 

“Strangle her to death,” repeated the cook. 

“If she only opens her eyes to stare at you you will die 
a hundred deaths. Even Begum Sahib is afraid of her. 
Master is simply a slave and anything she commands is done 
immediately. Even if she wants a tiger’s milk he will spare 
no effort to fetch it for her. She has given him a pill to 
make him mad after her. You just wait and see how they 
behave,” said the cook. 

This was a heavy blow to Nazni. She could not control 
her tears. She turned her head to hide them and they rushed 
profusely. She got up from her bed and went to Akram 
who was pulling and dropping things from the dressing table. 
The cook was a foolish friend and was agitated with the 
mischief she had done. She tried to pacify her victim. 

‘Don’t cry, Bi Bi, I shall be with you in weal and woe. 
You, Begum Sahib and | are one party. We three can 
drive her away from here. While you have been away 
Begum Sahib has praised you. If you win her, master 
becomes your slave.” 

“Tf you had told me of a newcomer I would not have 
stepped into this house. Send for a conveyance from my 
father’s place. I shall leave before he comes.”’ 

“Tf I were you I wouldn’t leave the house. If you go away 
their way will be clear. That is what they want. You are 
the first wife and the mother of the heir to the family 
property. You have to be on the spot and keep everybody 
under your control, not only for your own sake but also for 
your son’s. Your enemies will be benefitted and your son 
will be a beggar if you run away Bi Bi. You have to think 
of your moon-like offspring.” 

Nazni sat down despairingly and tried or pretended to 
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play with Akram and his toys, while the cook and the ayah 
made her bed and arranged her things. 

Maghbool knew by the commotion that her rival had 
come home. She heard Akram’s prattling, and was inclined 
to see him, but remembering that he was her rival’s son 
refrained. 

Munira was excitéd and would have gone to make 
acquaintance with Nazni, but she was indisposed. She was 
jealous towards none, and thought that everybody in the 
house was superior to her and it was her duty to serve and 
please them. She liked all children. The shrill voice of 
Akram thrilled her. She peeped through the window and 
asked the ayah to bring him to her. But a glance at Munira 
made Akram scream. She picked him up and tried to 
divert his mind, but he slapped her and roared. The ayah 
took him out of the room. He seemed frightened and 
continued to cry. 

Kabeer came home and tried to pacify Akram, but he 
cared for nobody and nothing. Zuhra lost her temper. 

“What a spoilt child he is!” she cried. ‘‘They have 
made him good for nothing. Stop that manhoos wailing. 
He is starting his life with weeping. Let it be a bad omen 
to him. Take him out. It gets on my nerves.” Zuhra 
remembered Akram’s birth and the risk to Kabeer’s life. 

Nazni overheard from her room. She did not like to 
go to the scene though her mother-in-law’s words were 
daggers to her heart. She wanted her husband to come to 
her first to welcome her. His third marriage and his 
keeping it a secret from her had made her distrust him. 

Kabeer did not expect Nazni that day. Her unexpected 
arrival perplexed him. He needed time to prepare himself 
well to explain and justify his action in bringing home a third 
wife. Moreover he noticed both Maghbool and Munira 
were keeping a keen watch on his movements. If he went 
to Nazni’s room first it would only create jealousy. He should 
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show preference to none of them and inform none of his visit 
beforehand. He left home on the pretext of taking Akram 
out. His departure did not displease Maghbool. Munira’s 
anxiety was only to see whom he preferred of her two rivals. 

Kabeer returned home just at dinner time with lots of 
toys, sweets and fruits. He knew the things Nazni liked and 
bought some for her too; Nazni snfiled when she saw them 
as they expressed his preference for her. Her rival could 
not be jealous as they were brought for Akram. 

Zuhra was furious to see packet after packet being taken 
to Nazni's room, but she did not question her son as to the 
money spent on them or from where he got them. 

Kabeer knew his mother was displeased and a stay was 
not advisable. He asked the ayah to keep Akram in the 
room till he got used to the new environment, ordered his 
dinner to be sent to his office, and left the Zenana. 

In his estimation Maghbool came first, but the immedi- 
ate question was the reconciliation with Nazni. When 
the whole house was quiet he unlocked the wicket gate lead- 
ing to the Zenana and went to Nazni’s room. He found her 
in bed crying, her eyes, nose and cheeks red and distended. 
She lay passive, as if dead. 

“It is said a person is rewarded for his good deeds,” he 
began, ‘‘but mine always bring me punishment. The more 
I try to please you the more enmity and disregard I get 
from you. I don’t know how to serve you. All my attempts 
have been a miserable failure. You asked me to get a 
decent girl, so with the utmost difficulty I secured one worthy 
to be your companion. Your loneliness at home drove you 
out of the house often. Now there is a woman of your age 
and status. Make friends with her. Both of you can work 
and live together as sisters. I don’t come in your way. 
I made a pleasant home for you and separated myself to live 
like a sanyasi in the office to work and bring money to 
satisfy your needs.” | 
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“You brought one as a servant and another as a comi- 
panion. What will third one be? I don’t want your house 
or your companion. I shall go to my parents. I came here 
against their will. If 1 knew that you had brought another 
woman I would not have come.” 

“Ts your love so small? It vanishes just because | 
did something. You used to profess that you could 
give your life for me, and that you hated to live without me. 
Now you want to live away from me. Can you possibly 
live in the same country separately? Now you have a 
servant and acompanion. There is no need of anybody. I 
assure you this is the last one.” 

“T don't feel as I used to. I don’t care for my life. 
I might live or die after going from here. When I am not 
happy what do I care for other things ?” 

“Women are blind and always create misery for them- 
selves. They never understand the right thing and never 
judge correctly. They are rightly called nagis ul aql.” 

‘Woman is not cunning. She is always straightfor- 
ward. No one gets lost on a royal road. With a man 
no one can understand where she stands. Who knows what 
is going to happen to-morrow? Who else may not come?” 

‘There is no need of any doubt for your future. It is 
foolish to make your present life miserable with your imagi- 
nings. If I die to-morrow all your fears will be baseless. 
I think you would prefer to be a widow to an extra person at 
home. You are such a good-natured woman that even your 
enemies adore you. She has come to your house as a guest 
and craves for your mercy. If you are generous to her God 
will bless you. If you can’t live with one person how can 
you expect me to live with robbers, murderers and rogues to 
earn money for the family? That is why God has given 
superiority to man over woman. Imagine yourself in the 
place of a Nawab’s wife. What wonderful love she must 
have for her husband to tolerate hundreds of rivals.” 
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Nazni’s temper calmed down with these wise words. She 
admired his superior sense and took every expression 
for gospel truth. There was no alternative. She had to 
yield and adjust herself to the circumstances. 

Maghbool was alone in her room. Having heard some- 
body’s heavy footsteps in the quadrangle she put out the 
light of her room and peeped through the window. She saw 
Kabeer entering Nazni’s room. She was taken aback. But 
she could not let him know that she had been watching his 
movements. She switched on the light, fished out her music 
books and sang softly all the sad songs she knew till she 
felt sleepy. She laid herself on her bed and tried to sleep. 
Her eyes were closed but her mind was alert. She heard 
somebody sobbing. She jumped from her bed and opened 
the door. The voice came from Munira’s room. Her des- 
pair gave place to pity and she resolved to help her. There 
was a light in Nazni’s room. She hesitated to pass it and 
risk being seen, but sympathy drove her on. She went on 
tiptoe and found Munira walking up and down her 
room. 

“Do you want anything ? I have come to help you.” 

Munira could not believe her eyes. None of the family 
had ever done such a thing. 

“Ts it really you, my angel? How did you know I was 
unwell? You are not a human being, you are above them.” 

“Don’t look so aghast. Don’t be surprised but tell me 
what you want. I have come to serve you. ”’ | 

“ You can’t do it. I want the help of an old woman.” 

“Shall I wake up Ammajan ?” 

“ Will she stoop to dirty work? It is useless to approach 
her. She does not like to be disturbed in her sleep. This 
evening I told her about it but she gave a deaf ear.” 

“Shall I wake Akram’s ayah ?”’ 

“Yes, she would be of great help to me, but how will 
you go to her room? See if the bathroom door is_ not 
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closed. You can enter her room easily.” Munira talked 
only with great effort and sat down. 

The old ayah knew a little of the job. She passed as 
an expert in her locality. She was sympathetic and often 
rendered help to the needy. She came and examined the 
patient. 

‘Go and make some water hot,” she said to Magbool. 
‘‘ Your presence now is not needed, come into the room 
when I call you. Go, soon, and close the door behind you.” 

She was soon at work, and within half an hour the 
ordeal was over. God is helpful to the uncared-for. 

“It is a nice little boy,” said the ayah. 

Maghbool heard the cry of the new born and ran with 
the hot water. 

“ Here is the water.” 

‘Wait a minute. Don’t come in. I shall call you soon.” 

After attending to the mother’s needs the ayah called 
Maghbool inside and both gave a bath to the baby. 

‘‘ A new born baby is crying. Is it your second wife’s ?” 
said Nazni to Kabeer. 

“It may be. Why do you bother about it? Let us 
not make our happy hours bitter by unwanted notions.” But 
in his heart of hearts Kabeer was anxious to know whether 
it was a girl or a boy. Akram woke and calied the ayah and 
not finding her there began to cry. Nazni went to him. The 
ayah came running. 

“Where had you gone leaving him alone ?”’ said Nazni. . 

‘Your rival got a baby. I was attending to her and 
before I had finished my work [ heard Baba crying so I came.” 

‘ What did she get ?”’ 

‘A boy, nice and strong.” 

On hearing the ayah’s talk Kabeer entered the room and 
heard of the birth of a second son. He felt proud. 

Maghbool was still with Munira making a bed for the 
baby out of rags gathered for the purpose. 
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‘Did you not make clothes for the baby? The poor 
thing is wrapped in a big torn shirt. See how he is shiver- 
ing,’’ said Maghbool, putting him on the bed. 

= “ Among our people we never do it. Whenever such a 
thing is attempted the child dies either before birth or 
soon after it,” said the mother. 

' Maghbool did not know what to say to such an ignorant 
creature. 

‘“Do you want anything more?” she said. 

‘My throat is parched. Can you give me something 
hot to drink? Oh you will save my life!” 

Maghbool left the room and in ten minutes brought a 
hot cup of coffee. After drinking it Munira felt herself in a 
strange world. 

“The coffee has worked on me like Ab-e-Zamzam. I 
have done nothing to you to deserve any kindness from you. 
All rich and beautiful people coming from high families ill- 
treat the poor and ugly. All of them here expect everything 
from me but return nothing. Although you are one of them 
yet you areso different from them. You are an angel on 
earth. God has sent you to set an example to these people. 
When I am well [ shall serve you to the utmost of my ability. 
I would not mind even to make slippers for you out of my 
own skin,” said Munira. 

‘Don’t talk, you will be thirsty. Doctors do not allow 
women in your condition to speak. I feel happy to help 
- others if they want any aid from me. I shall come to you 
every day to look after you and the baby.” 

The baby was wet and it began crying. Maghbool, 
without minding her expensive clothes, sat down and took 
him on her lap. She had often handled little ones in her 
mother’s house. 

“Each time he wets the big cloth you have to expose 
him while changing and he will catch cold,” said Maghbool. 

“Put a rag under his waist. You can make him not to 
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feel the cold cloth and you need not change the big 
one.” 

“ The big wet shirt will be under him. You should not 
make children sleep on a wet cloth. The wetness will cause 
him to catch diseases that come with chill. Moreover the 
gasses are bad for him,” said Maghbool. 

“That is what they do and nothing happens to children. 
After all they do that for twelve days,” said the ignorant 
mother. 

“I don’t believe in what you say but there is no alterna- 
tive,” said Maghbool. 

Munira was admiringly noticing her beautiful rival 
sitting by her and lovingly handling the baby. 

“You don’t hate to touch my clothes. The people here 
either kick or push them with a stick. Once I had left my 
saree inthe bathroom Ammajan called me toremove it. I 
was busy inthe kitchen. When I went there I saw her 
pushing it with a long bamboo. I am treated here worse 
than a servant. The cook at least gets her pay. I get 
nothing except old torn rags. Even those old clothes when 
I wear them they say I use them roughly. Once Ammajan 
said that there is a pair of scissors in my body which cuts 
everything I wear. You spoil me. You make me expect 
better treatment, and that will make me feel unhappy. Leave 
me to myself. I have to live according to my destiny. I am 
not your equal. Don’t come tome. You will be disgraced 
with the people of this house. I feel happy to see you. Can 
you come in the night when everybody is asleep ? Listen, the 
lizard is endorsing all that I said,” said Munira with tears in 
her eyes. 

“ Let others do what they like. I don’t care for them, 
nor I am inclined to imitate them. I shall do what pleases 
me. Why should I be afraid of them and come in the 
night ? I shall come to you whenever I feel like seeing you.” 
Maghbool gave the baby hot water with sugar. 
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‘What are you giving him ?”’ 

‘Hot water and sugar.” 

“We never give water to children till they are two years 
old. They get convulsions and die. Water is very bad for 
them,” said the mother with a shudder. 

Maghbool was confused with these ideas of her rival. 
Was she thinking that she was trying to kill him? Had she 
to do things on her own while helping her or obey her 
mechanically ? 

“I have seen my mother doing it and they give it in 
hospitals. Nothing happens. Don't be afraid. I shall look 
after him. I brought up my youngest brother, as my mother 
was seriously ill after his birth. Look how quickly he is 
sleeping.” 

The sincerity and the disinterested help rendered by 
Maghbool had given Munira confidence in her. 

T will have no time to look after him. You have him 
as your son. I will have to leave him alone here or take him 
to the kitchen.” 

Maghbool smiled at the idea. She was not displeased 
as it would keep her engaged. She felt exhausted having no 
sleep the whole night. 

‘Shall I go to sleep? Iam feeling giddy,” 

“Do go. The baby is fast asleep and I am feeling 
sleepy too. I don’t know how to thank you for all that you 
have done in saving two lives. I pray to God to give you a 
beautiful son as a reward for your good action,” said Munira 
and asked her rival a second time to go and sleep. 
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CHAPTER XIV 


After the heavy work Maghbool went to her room exhaust- 
ed. The selfishness and heartlessness of the people of the 
house made her feel in an alien world, from which human feel- 
ings had been excluded. None of them was bothered to know 
what was happening in the house. The commotion and even the 
crying of a new-born child did not make them leave their cosy 
beds. She heard Nazni and Kabeer talking when she was in 
the kitchen but they gave a deaf ear to the wailing of both the 
mother and the child. This house seemed to personify that 
indifference towards others caused by wealth and ignorance. 
If the treatment of a member of the tamily was such what 
would it be to their neighbours and strangers? She tossed 
in her bed for some time and then fell into a sound sleep, and 
overslept. 

Kabeer came to her room at about ten o’clock in the 
morning. In her half-sleep she felt that he was standing near 
her bed but her dislike for him prevented her from opening 
her eyes. She heard his steps going away. She was now 
wide awake but felt too tired to get up. Her mind was 
wandering on the road of life in a polygamous house, where 
human beings conform to artificiality, and sincerity seems out 
of place. 

‘Oh life! Now glorious you seem in theory, how hideous 
you are in practice! You are nothing better than a horrid 
disease that consumes one’s youth, eats up one’s days and 
nights and leaves one wretched. You profess virtues and in 
practice you necessitate vices. Why this disparity be- 
tween principles and execution? Those following theory are 
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condemned and discarded and those practising vices are 
prosperous. What is the criterion of life you: set before 
ignorant humanity? Should I follow the well recognised, 
hypocritical method of getting on, of self-interest ? No, I would 
rather suffer and die than distort my character.” This was her 
resolute soliloguy which is the bliss of solitude. She was still 
in bed, and her tears were now falling profusely. 

“ Munira Bi got a baby last night,” said the cook, entering 
the room, “and so she has a good excuse to stay in bed. 

wonder how many days she will stick to it. We people get 
up to work from the third day. Coolies work from the same 
day. She belongs to our class and will resume her duties from 
the day after to-morrow. If we don’t give her proper food and 
in time she will be forced to do it sooner. What work does 
she do there? Just sit and stir a pot with a spoon. All 
the heavy and difficult work I do, making her sit down like the 
goddess of fire near the oven. Even then she grumbles at me. 
I know how to serve her right. She is in my power now. 
Begum Sahib has sent me to you to ask you to take over her 
work. Just for name sake you come tothe kitchen. I shall do 
everything for you. After eating all those sweets you have 
given me now and then I would not allow you to work 
hard.” 

“IT am not a servant here to cook. Why does not your 
Begum Sahib ask Nazni to do some of the work ? Go and tell 
her that unless she divides the work equally between us I shall 
not step into the kitchen.” Maghbool could very well have 
cooked if she had wanted to, but her jealousy towards Nazni 
made her protest. 

“Nazni Begum comes from a very rich family and in her 
whole life has never been inside a kitchen. She is the first 
wife. You can’t treat her like your equal. All subsequent 
wives have to serve her and her children. Moreover she has 
hot been well and is just recovering from her illness. No one 
would have the heart to ask her to sit near that burning fire. If 
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master hears of what you say he will murder you. You don’t 
know how he worships her.” 

‘Go away from here, you idiot! Do you know whom 
you are speaking to? Don’t show your face any more to me,” 
said Maghbool angrily. 

“Then you cook the breakfast and lunch. Akram’s ayah 
will do the tea and the dinner. I shall ask Begum Sahib to 
agree to that.” 

“When did you become the dictator of this house? 
Don’t tell me what I have to do. I know what is good for me. 
If the ayah cooks for Nazni my servant will do it for me.” 

“Your servant! Good heavens! A woman coming here 
without marriage talks of servants. A servant for you! Who 
will pay her? A servant without salary! Has anybody heard 
of such a yarn?” The cook left the room. 

It was a long time since Maghbool had come to her 
husband’s house. She had never yet been asked to work. 
She did the cleaning of her rooms of her own accord. Some- 
times she had helped Munira in serving meals. Now on 
account of Munira’s seclusion the work suffered and none of 
the meals was served in time. The ayah looked after Nazni’s 
and Akram’s needs, and the cook carefully attended to those 
of Zuhra and Kabeer. The only sufferer was Maghbool. It 
was past twelve, and ‘no one had spoken to her about break- 
fast. She had made up her mind not to work unless she was 
treated respectfully. If her mother-in-law had asked her to 
work she would have gone in spite of herself. Zuhra disliked 
going to the rooms of her daughters-in-law. She expected 
them to go to her and get her orders. 

“Your father has come to see you,” said the cook, 
re-entering. 

“My father, my dedr father-has come to see his unlucky 
daughter! It is the first time he has come to this house. It is 
ages since I saw him and now he has to see me in my night- 
clothes. Look at my face and hair! It does not matter 
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how I look. Go, bring him soon. Let him not wait out- 
side like a servant. ” 

- Maghbool had quite-forgotten the insolent behaviour of 
the cook an hour before. She stood nervously to receive him. 

“What has brought you to this condition? Had I to live 
to see you so haggard, pale and unhappy? What has 
become of your cheerfulness? Have I to hear you crying 
instead of listening to that rich nightingale voice?” said 
Faiz Mohammed holding his daughter to his breast. ‘Why are 
you crying, Maghbool? This is a cold reception to your 
father, who adores you,” said he again, extremely moved. 

‘You have let me cry the whole of my life,” she sobbed. 

“No, you don’t mean that. You are hasty, you are 
thoughtless, my dear child.” 

“It is due to your doings I am ungrateful to you. Know- 
ingly you pushed me into a well,” said Maghbool desperately. 

“You mean I gave you in marriage to a polygamous 
man? He has wives for name sake. You can’t judge him in 
such a short time.”’ 

“You gave me to a man who had no love for me and did 
not need me. How can I get on with him? Where there 
is no love disagreement and misunderstanding creep in and 
life becomes unbearable. Even the sincerest service will 
seem as disservice to him. You have destroyed the lives 
of three helpless creatures. The curse of my rivals will 
always haunt my happiness, and their jealousy will make 
my daily life a misery,” said Maghbool sitting by the side 
of her father, who was caressingly stroking her curly hair. 

“Plurality of wives is not uncommon. Are all such 
women unhappy? People say rivals live more happily than 
sisters. Women quickly adjust themselves and create a happy 
world of their own.” 

“Yes, those who have no power of thinking live like 
machines. My rival Munira is treated worse than a dog here, 
yet she is not unhappy.” 
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“Thinking women don’t make good wives even with 
a monogamous man. When a woman begins to think 
for herself she gives less regard to her husband’s comforts, 
She must have implicit faith in him if she wants to make 
her life happy. Marriage is one of those things that are not 
proved at all by reason. Submit to him like a child and be happy.” 

‘So a woman is lifeless, teelingless and respectless ? ” 

“She is respected by revering her husband. She becomes 
lively by making him happy. She feels as he does. When 
he is sorry she is sad. When he is happy she is cheerful,” 
said Faiz Mohammed, hiding his smile from her. 

“She is his shadow, in fact. She goes to heaven by 
serving him. She is respected by disrespecting herself. 
Where does she comes in his life? What is her position 
in his house? May I know ?” was the haughty reply. 

“She is the queen, the ruler, as well as a servant of 
her house.” 

“When there are three queens where is her house ? 
Two kings in a country can’t rule and be happy. How 
can three queens rule in a house ?”’ 

“) am not responsible for the destruction of your 
rivals’ lives, am I? Your husband did the crime wantonly,” 
said Faiz Mohammed to change the topic. 

“You can’t escape the blame so easily. You knew 
he had two wives, and that he was lying when he said 
he had nothing to do with them, yet you agreed to his 
offer. If he is directly responsible for it you are indirectly. 
Between the two of you and for no fault of mine I have to 
suffér the consequences.” 

‘‘Maghbool, the only thought in my mind was to get you 
married and get the suspicious name of a spinster wiped off. 
I realised the extent of my folly only when I handed 
you over to the man. I am not entirely responsible for 
it. I was intoxicated by the influence of the ladies at home. 
I was blind to all the other complications.” 
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“You gained experience at my expense.” 

“Yes. But I have not been as foolish as other fathers. 
I have had your interest uppermost in my heart. I made 
you economically independent. The knowledge of that will 
prevent him from doing any disrespectful action towards you. 
He will think twice before he separates from you as it means 
a disgrace to him.” 

“That is one consideration, but it will make matters worse. 
Even when I live with him he will think of my money and not 
of me and my needs. It will make us feel like two equal 
powers that repulse one another.” 

“You wouldn’t have lived unmarried all your life? A 
woman's life without a mate is empty. A Muslim woman, 
confined to the house, has no other way to make use of 
her energy than married life, which is the only recognised 
goal for her.” | 

“That does not mean that she should be given to any 
man just so that her father can get rid of his responsibility. 
With all your efforts you have made me hypocritical and 
selfish. I am true neither to him nor to myself. It is a sin to 
live with a man and not to be sincere to him. I see nothing 
good in him. His very presence is repulsive and even his 
‘loving words convey no meaning to me.” 

“Nonsense!” said Faiz Mahammed tersely. “You will 
have to change your attitude towards him. If you persist 
in your present behaviour his regard for you will gradually 
disappear. It is against Islam to return evil for good.” 

“He lives the same unnatural life by keeping up a sort of 
show to every woman he meets. He can’t meet them all ata 
time. When he meets one he is afraid of the other two.” 

“You know more about it than I do. Why didn’t you 
refuse to let him marry you? You are doing a wrong thing 
in disliking him after accepting him as your husband. You 
are partly responsible for the shipwreck of your own life. If 
you had taken the initiative everybody would have yielded to 
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you. Your voice in the matter was essential. Your silence 
made me believe that you were willing.” 

“T did ask mother through a friend, but being snubbed I 
had no alternative.” 

‘There you are! You approached the wrong person for it. 
Now the question is not to discuss marriage but how to make 
your life happy in adverse circumstances. Conservative men 
say the love of a polygamous husband is like that of a father. 
He seems to be indifferent, but it may be due to his interest in 
their well-being.” 

“It is absurd to compare a husband to a father. The 
coming of children is not in a father’s power, whereas marry- 
ing other wives is due to his dissatisfaction with one wife, or 
his lust. A father’s love is disinterested and that of a husband 
is selfish. A father is grieved at the suffering or death of a 
child, whereas a husband’s imagination begins to work on the 
replacement of his dead wife. The life of a child and that of 
a wife are not at all alike. A woman being transferred from a 
semi-prison to a real one has no aim in life.” 

“In that house your parents kept you under control, and 
here it is your husband,” said Faiz Mohammed smiling. 

‘“My parents were not unsympathetic or critical or in- 
tolerant. Here every action I do is criticised and every word 
I utter is taken in a wrong sense. In spite of all efforts to 
please them I am looked down on.” 

‘“A woman enters married life with the emblem of self- 
sacrifice in the service of her husband and his family.” 

“ Self-sacrifice is not the word for it, but self-effacement 
in the face of ingratitude and dissatisfaction. The more 
serviceable she is the greater is the demand for service, and 
fault-finding.” 

“Yet she can make the best use’of her life. No person 
in the world can be happy unless she forms her own world 
according to her taste and duty. It depends upon you to make 
your own life happy, and that of your rivals too. After all you 
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know much more than they do. Fit yourself into your surround- 
ings with a fair mind. Types of lives differ as human beings 
do. The glamour of married life dwindles after some time. 
A woman lives on tenterhooks either about a rival or from 
seeing the man having illicit connections with others. Wisdom 
lies in adaptation:to one’s circumstances.” Faiz Mohammed 
was surprised at the intelligence of the girl who had lived like 
a dumb creature in his house. At heart he agreed with all 
that she said, but he could not let her discard her husband and 
live alone. 

It was about three o’clock in the afternoon. No one had 
called Maghbool for lunch. She felt hungry and went to the 
kitchen to see if there was anything left for her. She found 
some cold, greasy curries and rice in the pots left in a corner. 
She washed a plate and served a spoonful of each of them and 
tried to eat, but the cold grease was insipid. She drank some 
water instead. She remembered her promise to Munira. 

“Have you had lunch?” asked Munira as soon as she 
entered her room. 

“Yes, I am coming from the kitchen. How are you 
feeling? How is the cruel world with you?” 

“T have been thinking of your food the whole morning. 
When I am all right I shall make it my duty to see to your 
comforts. I feel quite well except the cold. I feel benumbed. 
If I begin to work I will feel warm. Sitting near the fire will 
cure all my trouble.” 

‘‘No, no, you should not get up from your bed for ten 
days. - Don’t bother about me. I am all right. My father 
Came to see me and on hearing the circumstances at home has 
promised to send a servant for me. I shall make her work for 
both of us.” 

“‘Ammajan wouldn’t allow you to have her, I believe. 
Nazni Begum was not allowed that privilege.” 

“She. is allowing an ayah for her.” 

‘The ayah is forAkram. This morning she was grumbl- 
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ing at her. She is sure to sack her soon. You get his 
permission for it beforehand.” 

“T thought of the servant for you. I can manage without 
her. Let her come. We shall see what Ammajan says. 
Have you had your lunch?” 

‘“‘T, a God-forsaken person, can’t dream of having all that 
I want. I have to work hard for my board and lodging here.” 

“Not when you are bedridden. Every one of them has to 
give what he or she took when you were well. Good and 
kind people serve their servants when they are ill. You are 
not a servant.” 

‘“‘T am poor, so I’m equal to a servant.” 

‘Are you not his wife? Didn’t he marry you?”’ 

“No, it was only a Nikha.” 

“Nikha is the essential part of a marriage. All the other 
ceremonies were invented by women. Your marriage is more 
in accordance with the Islamic rule than ours. So you must 
be respected more than all.” 

“Poor girls are brought by Nikha to serve the married 
wife. lt is my Qismat.” 

Maghbool did not understand her rival. Her ignorance 
was indeed bliss to her, and it would be folly to make her 
wise. By putting new ideas into her mind she would make her 
life miserable. To change the subject she said: “I heard 
the baby was crying for a long time. Why did he?” 

‘“He has been crying every second minute. Children 
cry to foretell coming events. He started it the very first 
minute of his life. If it is for my death I don’t mind, but if it 
is meant for my widowhood I hope to heaven his prediction 
proves false.” Maghbool felt like laughing but controlled herself, 

“IT wanted to come to see him but my father was with 
me for a long time. Has Ammajan come to sée her 
grandson ?” 

“Yes, she did enter my room' the first time and looked 
at the baby from a distance, holding her clothes above her 
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ankles as if he and I were outcaste and nearness to us would. 
soil them. She neither touched him nor expressed her 
pleasure. She did not like me being confined to bed. The 
only thing she expects from me is to work day and night, 
eat whatever food is left over, and not to ask for clothes 
or money.” 

“Has he come to see his son ?”’ 

“No. He was displeased with my pregnancy from the 
beginning. He treats me like a keeper and is ashamed if 
people know of me. Naturally he would hate to have a child 
from me.” 

‘ How do you know all that?’”’ 

“Can’t I understand that much?” said Munira, shaking 
the pillow of the crying child. 

“Qh goodness! There are red ants all ever him. No 
wonder he has cried the whole day. Look! his body is 
covered with a rash. This wretched room has no windows. 
You could not see the ants because of the darkness. Why 
don’t you keep the door open?” Maghbool took the baby 
on her lap and removing the wrapper from his body. 

“Something is biting my feet too,” said Munira. 

‘Oh God, there are white ants under your bed. They 
come because of dirt. I am sure the ayah did not clean the place 
last night. It ought to have been washed well this morning,”’ 
said Maghbool, bending and lifting the mattress. 

‘“White ants never come to living beings unless they 
are perinitted by God,” said Munira. “They have come to do 
their duty towards me. Sinners’ bodies are eaten up by 
them before death, whereas good people’s are protected by 
God even after their death. I am a sinner and this is the 
proof of it. I don’t know my own crime. I always try 
to please others and never talk ill of anybody and pray to God 
five times a day for the forgiveness of my sins.” 

‘They may come up under baby’s bed if you don’t 
change the place soon,’’ said Maghbool. 
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“No, they can’t reach him. He is innocent and his body 
is protected by angels. Look how he is staring at them. 
They are with him day and night.” 

“The white ants come through the wall and your bed 
is close to it. There is nothing like sin and sacredness to 
them. It is all your imagination. I shall change your bed 
and put it at a distance from the wall.” 

‘But it should not be in the middle of the room.” 

“Why not?” S 

“That is the way they put a dead body before burial.” 

“Oh, I see. Ishan’t put it in the middle. Pll leave a space 
of two feet from the wall. Don’t get up. No, no, you should 
not stir from your bed. I shall call the ayah to help me. 
Wait till I get another bed ready.” But to her surprise 
Munira stood up holding the wall, without caring for -her 
entreaties. 

“T have no other bed. I brought nothing except a sinall 
carpet with me. Ammajan gave me our father-in-law’s 
sacred bed which she had preserved so carefully. Was it not 
very good of her? Sometimes she is very kind to me,” said 
the patient, still standing. Maghbool did not know what to do 
with the mad woman. She put the baby quickly on a 
cloth and began folding and shaking the bed-clothes. 

“How do you sleep on it? It is all in lumps, and it 
stinks. You would not have used a sick man’s bed?” 

‘There is nothing in it.” 

‘There are germs which can’t be seen by us.” 

‘What is that ?” 

‘They are a sort of very small insect which can be seen 
only by a microscope and they create diseases.” 

“If a kira creates disease why should there be God and 
Qismat? A person suffers from the disease he is fated to. I 
don’t feel the unevenness. The minute I lay my head on it I 
am off. I awake only with the sound of the Azan. I can 
sleep soundly even on a stone.” 
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Maghbool killed the white ants with a broom, spread the 
bed again, and helped Munira to lie down on it. 

‘“Have you had lunch? The food by your side seems 
untouched,” said Maghbool after putting the baby on his bed. 

‘““My lunch yesterday afternoon was my last meal. |! 
cooked the dinner with great difficulty and left the kitchen 
without having my dinner.” 

‘The cook did not care to bring it for you ?” 

‘She did not even ask me if I wanted it. She must have 
taken home all that was left.” 

‘Didn’t they give you breakfast ?” 

“Only two meals are given to a woman in my condition. 
They usually give toast and black coffee, but the cook brought 
raw rice and coffee. I wonder how the people of the house ate 
it. My mother used to say that nothing upsets a woman’s 
stomach during the days of confinement as much as uncooked 
rice. Was it boiled when you had it ?” 

“It was all right.” 

‘Touch and see what she gave me. It is just half boiled. 
Did she purposely bring it for me ?” 

‘‘T shouldn’t be surprised. She said something like that 
to me. Don’t eat anything she gives you.” 

‘I feel ravenously hungry.” 

“T shall get you tinned food froma shop. You can 
keep it for days. My cousin is coming here this 
evening.” 

‘How is he related to you ?” 

‘He is my mother’s sister’s son and is younger than 
myself. We were brought up together from childhood. My 
aunt lost her husband a year after her marriage, and my 
mother gave her shelter and brought up her son.” 

‘We observe purdah in front of cousins because of their 
marriageable relationship. After seven years of age we don’t 
go before strangers, and after ten before all relations, except 
uncles if they are own brothers of mother or father.” 
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‘We do the same, but this cousin is treated like one of 
my brothers. He is still a student.” 

“What does that mean ?”’ 

“ He is reading in a college for B.A. He comes so late 
in the evening because his college is very far from here.” 

“That is a very big examination, is it not? He will be 
very rich, richer than your father. One boy in our neighbour- 
hood passed it and got a job at forty rupees. He became so 
proud after that he did not talk or look at other people. He 
called all the old men of the locality damn fools.” ~ 

Maghbool smiled at the fantastic information and began 
to feel a desire to escape. 

‘Shall I go to see if he has come?” 

“From where will you get money to buy food? They 
won't give it to you if they know the reason.” 

“TI don’t ask those beggars for anything. My father 
brought the rent for my house and said he would send the in- 
terest of my ten thousand rupees deposited in a bank in my 
nate.” 

“How disgraceful! ‘Then all the men know your name. 
It is only bad women’s names come to the notice of men. 
What is the use of living in purdah when your name is pro- 
nounced by strangers? You have lost your Gosha and your 
virtue. What is the use of living when one’s name is 
spoilt? What will Ammajan and he say? He has every 
right to divorce you for that, but don’t let anybody know of it. 
Is the house in your name too? Who gave it to you?” 

Maghbool hesitated to reveal that she was not aware of 
her husband’s view of the matter. 

“My father told me that I have a house and the rent is 
hfty.” 

“ Then your father is richer than Nazni’s! But you never 
told me about it. You are kind and work for me like an 
ordinary poor girl!” 
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CHAPTER XV 


Submission, subjection or servitude as_ it is : variously 
called has its own significance as far as the feminine world is 
concerned and is very effective in making man favourably 
minded towards a woman. _ It creates pity for her and 
quenches the fire of his passion. It is applauded by members 
of both sexes. The greater her submissiveness and her 
ignorance the greater is the self-importance felt by him. 
An unfortunate woman devoid of this unique quality is only 
tolerated if not scorned. 

Maghbool’s frankness, respect for right and hatred for 
wrong could not go for ever without surrounding her with 
enemies. Zuhra despised her inwardly and awaited a proper 
opportunity of poisoning her son’s mind against her. Kabeer 
bore it patiently during the days of her bride-hood, which 
converts even a tyrant into a saint, and till Nazni came home. 
Nazni’s lack of confidence in herself and undiscriminating 
belief in Kabeer’s words and deeds flattered him. Consequently 
he began to reflect on Maghbool’s behaviour, and experienced 
a growing dislike for her. A person is humoured so long as 
his faults are not brought to his notice. All sweet and soft 
speakers have a cunning world of their own and impose their 
spell on those that come across them. Each meeting with 
Maghbool had overstrained him beyond words and the pre- 
paration to face the ordeal was too much for his poor nerves. 
Coupled with this her indifference whether she enjoyed his 
favour or not had made him resolve to keep aloof for a time, 
to bring her to her senses. He feared his other two wives 
might be spoilt if he encouraged her. The only solution was 
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to behave indifferently towards her, and this he immediately 
put into execution. ~ 

Maghbool also was heading towards the same goal. Her 
aim in married life, which she had cherished during the long 
years of maidenhood, was changed. It had become mean- 
ingless to her. The old fanciful sentiments had given 
place to an idea of making life possible in these adverse 
circumstances. Even her parents had advised her to make 
her life and that of her rivals happy. She could not be 
happy without being of one mind with her husband. A 
common purpose and mutual respect mitigate all suffer- 
ings and supply patience, energy and means to surmount 
them. In a life where the purpose of both was at sixes 
and sevens happiness was a dream of the past. To make 
others’ lives happy was beyond human powers, but she 
_ could make her life useful to them. She should forget 
that there was such a thing as self. Her mother-in-law sent 
word to her to work for Munira. Should she wait for the 
allocation of work between herself and Nazni, or.start working 
alone? Jealousy prevented her from taking the initiative. 
She recollected Kabeer’s remark that he married her to rule 
over the other two, and waited for its ratification. The world 
will be a domain of saints if jealousy is eradicated from it, she 
said to herself. 

Zuhra was wise in the choice of her room as from it she 
could command the movements of those who entered or 
left the house. She had arranged her bed in such a way that 
she could see the visitors clearly through the curtained window 
without being noticed by them. She kept a keen watch on 
Azeem's (her cousin) entry into Maghbool’s room with a small 
parcel every evening. When Maghbool sent for eatables 
for Munira he brought things twice, and big parcels too. 
Zuhra’s curiosity was aroused. Why should he be so con- 
siderate to her? After all she is only a cousin. What 
will people say if they see him carrying bundles and packets 
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to.the house? She intended to go into the matter and nip it in 
the bud. She passed by Maghbool’s room unseen by her and 
heard her talking and laughing with Azeem. A virtuous 
woman will never laugh in the presence of a man, and still less 
will she sit with him alone. No two members of opposite 
sexes are expected to be in any place without a third person, 
and if they are the place is taken by a devil, a creator of mis- 
chief. She thought there was something wrong somewhere. 
No wonder Maghbool was never seen happy in the presence of 
Kabeer. She knew that such ideas are more effective if they 
are put indirectly. She had already cultivated the ground by 
describing Maghbool’s indifference towards home duties. She 
was waiting for a fall of rain to sow the seed and it would 
not take long to sprout from well nourished ground. 

The cook had worked alone hoping Munira would resume 
her duties on the fourth day, but finding her still in bed 
stopped at home. Maghbool would help her occasionally in 
serving meals. There was no extra work on account of 
Munira as she ate tinned food and the coffee was made 
and brought by her kind rival. 

“The cook is sick and has sent a messenger to ask 
for leave,” said the ayah to Zuhra. 

“What is that to do with me? Ask those bhainsan 
(buffaloes) to take on her duties. The poor woman worked 
these four days and the overstrain has told on her health. Do 
IT look younger than they to your eyes ?” said Zuhra. 

“Begum Sahib, it is not my duty to order the mistress to 
do this or that, The messages are brought to you and 
orders are given by you, so I did it,” said the ayah, who 
disliked Zuhra intensely. 

“Has anybody heard the tale of woe of a house consisting 
of three strong young women sitting in perfect idleness and 
growing flesh to fatten the white ants? Why do they protect 
their bodies in that way? Can there be any worse kind 
of ingratitude than to eat our food, live under our shelter, and 


200 


yet grudge to work for us? We feel shy to eat the food 
cooked by others, ‘whereas they take pride in it. What 
was considered by us a wrong thing has been taken for 
granted as a right one by them. If they are incapable of 
taking indirect hints they should be cudgelled and made 
to understand their duties. Ask them to leave their thrones 
and come to the kitchen, as they are not brought here to rule 
but to serve. Go, send the messenger and inform your mistress 
of what I say.” The ayah listened to the eloquent speech 
with unconquerable patience. - 

“They have been doing the work of beevies and you 
want to make them pakathies.” 

“Get you away, nalaiaq, and give them my command,” 
said she furiously. 

Maghbool overheard the bitter remarks about her life in 
the house. Before the ayah entered her room she left for the 
kitchen and began the work of washing with a heavy heart. 
She was angry with herself. The remarks made no difference 
to Nazni. She was. as comfortable in her bed as if nothing 
had happened. 

Munira listened to the talk, and heard her rival’s foot- 
steps and the sound of utensils in the kitchen. She stood 
up and peeped through the door, and was oppressed with 
sorrow when she saw Maghbool light the fire. She sat for 
some time hesitating. She knew perfectly well that her 
mother-in-law would not like her going into the kitchen 
before she had a bath on the twelfth day, but gratitude felt 
for Maghbool’s selfless work supplied energy and a firm 
determination to help her. She darted from the room to 
the kitchen in three long steps, leaving the baby alone. With 
its mother’s overflowing milk it was a patient child. 

“Oh God, why did you come here? You will kill 
yourself,” said Maghbool, excited, but with delight to. see her 
there. She felt so light that she could do the hardest work 
for ages. with her. 
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“Why did you ‘come? I came here for the same 
purpose. I could not stay there after hearing what Ammajan 
said about me.” 

“Tt was not meant for you. You have good cause to sit 
there and do nothing.” 

“T wanted to help you too asI could not possibly be in 
my room while you were doing the nasty work with those 
snowy white and delicate hands. You will lose your lovely 
complexion sitting near the fire,” said Munira, pulling Magh- 
bool away. ‘“ Don’t tell anybody that I cooked the meal. 
Even our talk will be overheard,” she said again. 

“Why ?” said Maghbool surprised. 

“ Because food is a sacred thing and it will be polluted 
by my touch and will make the consumers unholy.” 

“How funny! What is there in your hands to take 
away its sanctity? My objection is not that but for health. 
It is very sweet of you to think of me. I love to have you 
here, but I should not be selfish.” 

“Soon after the cooking is over I shall go back to my 
room. I am quite all right. There is nothing wrong with 
me. I have been sitting up from the very first day and I can 
sit here with advantage as the fire will keep me warm.” 

Maghbool felt doubly strong to work so she did not compel 
hér to go back. Both of them prepared the breakfast and 
were scared to death lest Zuhra should appear in the kitchen. 
Her burst of anger had made her inactive. They waited a 
long time for Kabeer to have his breakfast first. Anything 
cooked should first be eaten by man, the sacred being, as it in- 
creases by itself. After the earning member has had his fill 
the women may eat. Even Maghbool held this opinion. 

‘T shall remove the upper part from each dish and keep 
it separate for him,” said Munira. “In such circumstances I 
used to give the first helping toa Fakeer but to-day I heard 
only women begging. You have yours after his share is 
removed.” She was feeling more for her rival than herself. 
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-“You don’t worry. I shan’'t die if I ‘don’t eat,” said 
Maghbool who was bent upon self-destruction. 

‘“T don't feel so tired working as waiting. It is disgust- 
ing. Wecan neither have our breakfast nor start cooking 
lunch.” 

‘He is always like that. He never comes home in time 
for meals. He wants everything steaming hot and does not 
like it warmed. He says warming spoils the taste and it must 
be: just cooked,” said Munira who had undergone untold dis- 
comfort in the house. ; 7 

“ But - what does he want us to do?” 

“He wants us to cook just in time. The dishes should be 
neither overcooked nor stale. And he wants them to be 
brought as he goes on eating, into the bargain. A quarter of 
each should be taken at an interval of ten minutes so that the 
fat should not be thick and hard.” 

“Why does he not buy dishes that can keep the curries 
hot till he finishes his meal instead of making the poor wretches 
run to his room a hundred times ?” said Maghbool, who in spite 
of her determination not to question or reason but obey impli- 
citly and die, could not control herself. 

“ How can a dish keep anything warm without fire ?” 

“There are dishes specially made for the purpose. Boil- 
ing water is filled under them and so long as_ the water is hot 
the things kept on them are warm. Here he is entering his 
mother’s room,” said Maghbool who was standing near the 
door lest one should come and find out Munira’s presence in 
the kitchen. | 

‘You have to serve his breakfast.” 

‘I can’t and don’t want to.” 

“Call Akram’s ayah. But I must leave the kitchen 
before she comes.” 

“She has gone out with him,” said Maghbool who would: 
rather have done the hardest work than send her from there. 

‘As soon as he enters the house the food must be ready. 
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Otherwise at the very outset his temper is irritated and even 
the best food does not please him. Go soon or else your labour 
will be lost,” said Munira and left the kitchen stealthily. 

Maghbool was still hesitating to carry the tray. A false 
sense of dignity to doa thing which she had never done in 
her life prevented her. 

““Maghbool, bring his breakfast. He has been waiting 
here for hours,” said Zuhra. 

“Why? Where is the cook?” said Kabeer, who knew 
nothing of the new arrangements. His feelings towards Magh- 
bool were not hostile, though he put on a forced seriousness. 

“She is sick and is on leave. The poor creature had to 
work hard. If someone had helped her these four or five 
days she would not have overstrained herself.” 

“She ought to have sent a substitute.” 

“She is also a human being and is bound to have 
ailments. When she was healthy she served us well and 
when she really needs rest we should not grudge it. Sending 
a substitute means an extra expense for her. Let the women 
at home work for a bit. They are lucky to be destined to 
come to our house. li they had gone elsewhere they would 
have worked till they looked like charcoal. Sitting idle will 
make them wicked. An idle brain is the devil's workshop. 
In our days no woman was allowed to sit idle even for one 
minute. Hence the men of those days lived a carefree life as 
far as women were concerned.” 

As usual Kabeer was contemplative. Whatever she said 
went deep into his heart. He thought that her idea of making 
women work was a wise one. They were bound to go astray 
having nothing to do. Yet his better sense prevailed. 

‘Cooking is a drudgery. Servants are used to it. There 
will be no difference between a mistress and a ward if we 
treat them like menials. Moreover people will talk ill of us 
because men of our status have numberless servants.” 

“Cooking and feeding are the only sacred duty for 
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women. It has been in vogue for centuries. A house where 
the mistress herself does not cook is worse than a hotel. 
Ninety percent of them do it willingly. Women are women 
whether they are rich or poor. The only difference is of age. 
A woman who works keeps her health, vigour and youth 
longer than these idle mischief-mongers. If they live to my 
age they will be bedridden, you will have to serve them 
instead of being served. Have you not seen many unlucky 
men carrying bottles of qarura early morning to Hakeems ? 
Who are they if not lunatics liké you ?” - 

The picture of men carrying such bottles flashed upon 
Kabeer’s inward eye and it made him shudder. He felt 
gratified that God had given him a mother who was experien- 
ced, wise and farsighted. He thought he would be safe if he 
left all home duties to his mother. His hands were full with 
the affaiis outside. 

While mother and son were talking Maghbool was 
serving the breakfast. 

‘Hide his shoes somewhere. I hear Akram’s voice. He 
might play with them and put one over the other. That 
ensures the start of a fresh quarrel in the house. We have 
led a very quiet and peaceful life. ‘The very word quarrel 
makes me tremble,” said Zuhra to Maghbool who was passing 
by the door. She obeyed immediately and brought them 
back when Kabeer was going out. He lived in four places, 
with his two wives, his mother and in the office. His 
belongings were left wherever he sat or slept. One had 
to keep an eye on them and supply them when needed. 

From the day Maghbool came to Kabeer’s house the last 
thing she did before going to bed was to make milk hot for 
him and the first to make his bed coffee. As he did nothing 
in time the times for these too varied. He often wanted a hot 
water bottle to keep himself warm in the night and massaging 
his body till very late in the night was an alternate duty 
of his wives. He had got it firmly fixed in his mind that his 
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wives were there to look after his needs and he need not forgo 
any of them. A wife who was not made to do these things 
from the beginning would not be under his control. This 
also showed how much she respected him. At any 
time of the night he would ask her to cover him with a 
blanket if it was wet, or to fan him if it was hot. The minute 
his voice was raised she had to jump up and be prepared for 
the order. Any slackening meant disrespect. Hence they 
had arranged all their duties with the supreme object of his 
service. Her father’s advice, ‘You agreed to accept him 
as your husband and if you don’t devote yourself to his service 
you will be a poor creature,” kept haunting her mind. 
Coupled with it her determination to be selfless if her life 
in that house was to be possible made her do everything 
willingly and not to make him wait for anything. Yet it was 
not an easy thing for her as he neither worked according 
to schedule nor was easily satisfied. He was of opinion that 
nothing done by others, particularly women, could be 
satisfactory. | 

Both the son and the mother sat tor breakfast. Zuhra as 
usval commenced with fault-finding. She grumbled that the 
vegetable was not properly peeled, the fibre was not removed, 
it was not well boiled or over-boiled, the rice-was smelly from 
not being washed or boiled too much, the grains were not 
separated, the masala in the curries was not fried well and the 
appearance was repulsive, and so forth and so on. 
. “Haven't your people trained you to cook? Did they 
live on ready-made food?” said Zuhra to Maghbool who 
was standing motionless and speechless behind the door. No 
answer coming she said again, “ Beggars live on preparations 
made by others. It makes no difference in their civilisation 
even when they get some means of living. No human power 
can make a beggar woman sit near the fre. Cooking teaches 
discipline. You seem.an open-air sort of woman.” , 

This harsh remark was rather displeasing to Kabeer. 
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He found no difference in the food as everything had been 
cooked by Munira. 

“To-day being the first day we shall give a margin. 
Practice makes perfect. The food will be better in course 
of time,” said he. Zuhra knew he was supporting her 
indirectly and she thought as far Maghbool was concerned he 
needed quite a different pill. 

“T hope she will be more careful. Indifference in any- 
thing is bad. My days are past. I am already one foot in the 
grave. I have neither any desire to eat nor need for it: 
My objection is for your sake. If you don’t eat well how can 
you earn and feed so many mouths?” said Zuhra who was 
in no way a smaller eater than Kabeer. She was very care- 
ful in not serving anything on her plate more than a spoon 
at a time, but till the end of the meal no one could count the 
number of them. 

“Bring some more feet curry,” said Zuhra to the dumb 
creature, who, very modestly covered from head to foot, entered 
the room and taking the empty bowl left it. 

‘She was not brought up in that way in her house. Her 
people are very rich and live after the Western fashion. We 
should either send for cook or the negress to yo tothe kitchen,” 
said Kabeer who was touched by Maghbool's sad appearance, 

“Day by day you become more irresponsible. Munira 
is still rolling in filth. If she enters the kitchen I shall starve 
to death. Having lived all my years an undefiled lite I don’t 
want to pollute it in my last days.” 

Maghbool was just entering with the curry and heard 
the words distinctly. The blood in her body froze. She. 
stood motionless with the bowl in her hand. 

‘What are you dreaming like a woman possessed by 
an evil spirit? Bring it here,” said Zuhra. 

Maghbool put the bowl down and went to the place 
allotted for her till they finished their meal. Should she 
inform Munira of what her mother-in-law had _ said 
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or take her help and keep the old lady in the dark? In 
the former case she alone would suffer but in the latter Zuhra 
would create a hell and all would suffer. She resolved to tell 
Munira what she had heard and work alone at any cost. She 
carried all the empty plates to the kitchen. Akram’s ayah 
had already taken food for Nazni and herself. There was 
not much left in the pots. Maghbool served the remnant 
in a tray for her rival. 

“What about you? Have you kept some tor yourself?” 
asked Munira. 

“Of course. Do you think 1 shall bring it before . filling 
my stomach ?”’ 

“Five minutes ago you carried away the empty tray. 
You could not have finished yours and served mine in that 
time.” 

‘1 did two things at a time, serving and eating.” 

“Open your mouth,” said Munira. 

“Why? I don’t carry it all the time in my mouth.” 

“No. 1 can tell by smelling. Breathe out,” said Munira. 

“ There is no smell. What you said was a lie.” 

“ ] drank water after finishing my breakfast.” 

“You cannot cheat me. I can’t ask you to share mine. 
You would not eat from the plates returned by Nazni. That 
swine of an ayah takes a lot to her room and wastes it. She 
brings the plates and throws them down without caring for 
what is left in them.” 

“Don’t bother about me. I tell you | had some.” 
Maghbool had no more patience to argue with her. ‘The 
idea of cooking alone was torturing her mind. 

“T must goto prepare lunch. I shall be seeing you 
again,” said Maghbool trying to leave the room. 

“lam coming too. What did they say about the break- 
fast ?” 

“ Showéred me with rebukes and said there was nothing 
good. All the same they ate well.” 
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“ That is what they do. However you-try to please them 
they are never satisfied. Often I used to be disgusted but 
to what use? A beggar’s anger costs her own self. ‘The only 
way to get on here is not to open your mouth. If they show 
you a jet black thing and ask you to call it white echo the 
sound. Anyway I am coming to cook lunch. By the time 
I finish my breakfast you try to do something there.” 

‘No, no, you are not expected to step into the kitchen.” 

“What is the matter ?” 

‘“ Ammajan said if you enter the kitchen she will starve to 
death.” 

“What made her say that ?” 

‘“‘T don’t know the cause but I heard it clearly.” 

“Oh my poor dear, how will you do it?” 

“When you are in hell you should not shrink from its 
heat. Let it burn me till my body turns into ashes. I shall 
try to do what I can. If they don’t like it I can’t help it.” 

“Why don’t they ask Nazni to work? You are in no 
way inferior to her. She is treated like a man.” 

“Don’t you know she possesses a passport in her sickness 
which is acknowledged by her devoted husband and her 
beloved mother-in-law. They not only don’t ask her to work 
but ask me if her food was sent into the bargain. Is there any 
justice shown? Islam says if a man can’t do justice among 
his wives he should not marry more than one. You are 
treated worse than a galley-slave and my fate is not very 
enviable.” 

“You must fight for your rights or else they will make 
a paste of you,” said Munira. 

‘Why didn’t you do it ?” 

‘Your case and mine are like the sky and the earth. 
One is elevated and exalted in every respect, the other is only 
a lump of dirt. So there is no comparison between yo 
and me.” " 

“Let them destroy and burn me till they can do no more.” 
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“When you are being burnt you must burn those who 
rule over you.” 

‘“No I can’t. I shall burn myself like an iron piece 
but. unlike it I shall not harm others. I shall not grudge to 
cook Nazni’s food while I do it for everybody else.” 

“They neither allow me to go to my mother’s place nor 
permit anybody from there tocome here. There are myriads 
of women servants in our locality. I would have asked to 
send one.” | 

“Don’t worry about me. God will provide some way 
for me, or He will give me enough strength to face the 
situation patiently.” 

Maghbool went to the kitchen. She was dismayed when 
she looked at the heavy work before her. It was past twelve 
and she felt ravenously hungry. The pots were empty and 
there was nothing else to eat. She drank water till she filled 
her stomach and resumed the work. Tears were blinding her, 
but it was beyond:her with all her efforts to control them. the 
spices which she was grinding were becoming watery. She 
lifted her head to wipe the tears and saw a woman with 
a letter. 

‘Are you Maghbool Begum ?”’ said she. 

“Yes, I am that unfortunate being.” 

‘Here is a letter for you from your mother. She has sent 
me to work here.” 

Maghbool read it and was at a loss what to do. She 
dared not ask the woman to work without the permission of 
her mother-in-law. She had no confidence in her generosity. 
Her distress made her think of her husband’s mercy. She 
would be satisfied with her lot if he rejected it. 

‘‘Go to the opposite building, ask for master and show 
this letter to him,” said Maghbool. 

Unfortunately the woman did not conform to the principle 
of seeing the mother-in-law on such occasions. She left the 
house without seeing Zuhia who had seen her enter the house. 
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‘This natuaily; vexed her and her dignity was wounded. Why. 
should she be there if people acted as they liked in her own 
kingdom ? This was added to her many grievances against 
Maghbool. She thought she would be a vile creature if she 
did not punish her for het impertinence. 

The woman gave the letter to Kabeer. He was pleased 
with it as it answered the vital question which his mother 
would raise over the appointment of a servant. It clearly said 
that the servant was known for her honesty, hard work and. 
efficiency as a good cook and her salary would be paid by 
Faiz Mohammed. 

Kabeer entered the Zenana followed by the newcomer. 

‘Who is this nasty woman? She walks in and out on her 
own as if she were the mistress of the house,” said Zuhra as 
soon as her eyes tell on her. | 

“She is a good cook sent by Faiz Mohammed.” 

’ “T don’t want anybody. I have had enough of them. 
We have a'cook. We can’t dispense with her services.” 

‘Let us give her a trial. If she proves satisfactory we 
can sack the old one. She is becoming very talkative nowa- 
days. You have often said she was very extravagant.” 

“No servant can be economical. If you think of ex- 
penses you must make your wives cook. A servant takes 
her share twice, one without our knowledge and the other with 
it. On the top of it her pay is a drain.” 

“We have nothing to do with her pay. - He has taken 
that responsibility. What les he say if we send her back _ 
immediately ?” 

“T don’t want to have a person who wants to rule 
over: me.” 

“What did she do?” 

‘She came in and had a talk with your wife and has 
come back with you as if I am nobody here.” 

. “ Being a: new: person she-did not know that you are 
here. Moreover. it was mistake of the: mistress who had to 
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send her to you instead of me. The servant is not to blame.” 

“ Unless she admits her impertinence and makes amends 
for her audacity she will not be allowed to work here.” 

Kabeer turned to the servant to give her a sign to do 
it but she was already disgusted with the job and was 
on the point of leaving the house. 

“T have not come here to beg fora job. I was sent for 
a hundred times from the place I was working on a promise 
of a higher salary. I have never stood this sort of humiliation 
in all my life and I have worked under respectable people,” 
said the servant. 

“Did you hear what she said ? She calls you a disreput- 
able man. She has come to beg but behaves as the mistress. 
Take away your wretched face from my presence,” said 
Zuhra tartly. 

Kabeer stood hesitating. A shrill cry was heard from 
the kitchen. Maghbool while straining water from the boiling 
rice slipped the lid off the vessel. The boiling water 
spilt over her hands and feet and made her scream. Munira 
ran from her room to the kitchen and poured cold water on 
the scarred hand and feet. The new servant forgot her 
resentment and went to the kitchen to see the matter. Kabeer, 
in spite of his will not to show curiosity, dragged himself to the 
spot. Zuhra also condescended to reach the place not so 
much for clemency as to discover a new cause for grumbling. 

“What a clumsy woman you are. Even a girl of seven 
years can cook ordinary rice. What a waste! The whole 
pot of rice is thrown on the ground. Did you grow that huge 
body playing marbles and kites? Even a man will prove 
a better cook. You are a disgrace to womanhood,” said 
Zuhra to the poor writhing creature, and turning to Kabeer 
she said “ She has done it purposely. No one will ask her to 
cook if she gets her hands burnt. If she cared for your money 
she wouldn't have the heart to waste such a lot of rice. It is at 
least two seers. We hardly need half the quantity.” 
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Kabeer thought it was the best opportunity to strike the 
sa Go and apply cold cream on the blisters,” said he to 
Maghbool. “ Start cooking lunch. I am feeling hungry,” said 
he to the cook. 

Munira seeing Zuhra’s temper rightly guessed the royal 
gale would turn from Maghbool to herself and slyly slipped 
away with two big potatoes, and Maghbool followed suit. 

‘Ts this the time to say all that? One sympathetic word 
would minimise her sufferings. Poor thing, so patiently she is - 
bearing the pain,” said the servant. 

“You shut your mouth. You have lost nothing so you 
feel nothing. Our money is wasted so our hearts burn. Before 
you start cooking put all the things out, wash the kitchen and 
after washing them bring them inside,” said Zuhra. 

“Why all that fuss ?” said Kabeer. 

“ Didn’t you see the zachcha (woman after giving birth) 
in the kitchen? One can’t cook before the purification is 
made,” said Zuhra with an idea-of enforcing her will at least in 
that way. The proposal to send away the servant had been 
defeated automatically. 

“ Do all that Ammajan asks you,” said Kabeer, and left 
for his office. 

Zuhra stood there to see whether the servant would obey 
her. When half of the pots, planks and other things were 
taken out she left. 
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CHAPTER XVI 


Maghbool was alone and restless in her room. The cold 
cream had no effect:on her burns as it melted and left them 
dry. She needed something that would keep them cool.’ She 
knew no medicine to apply and was crying noiselessly. . 

Munira knew that she required immediate attention. Her 
experience had taught her crude but effective medicines. She 
had carried some potatoes from the kitchen and’ was waiting 
for Zuhra to clear away from the quadrangle when she hasten- 
to make a fine paste of them. She did it with so much alacrity 
that even the servant in the kitchen was left in the background. 
Zuhra was surprised at with the noise of grinding and peeped 
through the window. She guessed what Munira was doing 
and said to herself ‘“ Who-will call this devil an invalid ?” 

Munira came to Maghbool with her preparation. 

“How are you? Are the burns any better with the 
cream? I feel as if those sores are on my heart. This isa 
simple medicine but will do you a world of good. You 
‘will feel its effect within five minutes. Stretch yourself on- the 
bed. I shall apply it.” 

“Tt looks so dirty. What is it ?” 

“Tt loses its efficacy if you know what it is made of.” 

“Do whatever you like. I leave myself entirely in your 
hands. You are the only real friend I have in this house. 
Oh, how nice! It is cooling. I feel much better. If 
Ammajan sees you making this fuss over me she will boycott 
you as a leper.” 

‘Don’t bother about me. I am a leper already. She 
is confined to her bed, her throne I mean. She will descend 
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from it only when lunch is ready. By the by, from this 
morning I have been wanting to tell you something funny 
I saw yesterday. When Azeem was in your room I noticed 
Ammajan standing behind your window and listening. As 
soon as my eyes met hers, she bent down, took Akram’s ball 
which was lying there and went away to her room.” 

‘Perhaps it was the spirit of economy made her take 
care of it.” 

“Oh no. If that was the case she would have called the 
ayah and scolded her till she shed tears. I am sure there is’ 
something fishy. She wanted to overhear what you two 
were saying.” 

‘“How mean of you to think that about an honourable 
woman! No respectable lady will stoop to that humiliation. 
From our childhood we were severely punished for the 
evil of carrying tales or listening to other people’s talk.” 

“T have seen many old women doing it. They have 
every right to do it in the interest of the family.” 

“What do you mean by in the interest of the 
family ?” 

‘““When a young man and woman talk and laugh it is the 
duty of more experienced persons to keep them aware of the 
natural and harmful consequences. Familiarity between 
members of opposite sexes is always a bad thing.” 

“This cousin of mine has all his life made it a point 
to make people laugh. When he was in school he used to 
make us all roar with laughter and now he’s a college 
student he is not reformed. When you hear how they tease and 
irritate their lecturers you can’t but laugh. I used to laugh 
and laugh till I looked red in the face. I look forward to his 
coming as he knows the art of making people cheerful in 
no time. If you could have come in you would have laubenee 
till your stomach ached.” 

“God forbid the day when a stranger would make me 
laugh. _ If once I did it I would be destined for hell.” 
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“ How funny! Laughing is not a sin.” 

“You are yet a child. As a friend I ask you to be 
careful in the future. Don’t laugh loudly. You give room for 
suspicion. I was. glad to see the door left open.” 

“Tt never struck me that the door had any significance. 
It is often banged by the wind, but Azeem was careful to keep 
it open. Once he put my slipper against it. I was furious 
with him.” 

“God's all-knowing hand helps us without our knowledge 
and spares us from miseries.” 

“Why should anybody suspect me? After all I am 
a married woman. Ihave reached majority and know what is 
right and wrong.” 

“A woman is not above suspicion and safe till her death 
and three days after it. There have been cases when women 
have been molested in the grave. That is why the Brahmins 
burn the dead bodies.” 

“This is an awful world. We don’t know where we 
stand. We were encouraged to laugh freely and my father 
said that it keeps a person healthy and lengthens life.” 

“Old people never laugh, so if they see others doing 
it they invent hideous ideas.” 

‘‘ Have we to cry all our lives ?” 

“Not exactly that, but be serious and reserved. It is not 
only dignified but also keeps a woman cautious of her virtue. 
I am telling you all this because, who knows, Ammajan’s sly 
observation may have a wicked motive? She might poison 
his heart against you.” 

“Azeem comes here only for fifteen minutes and that 
too when mother compels him to bring sweets and papers for 
me. She knows I love them.” 

“You should not love any object in life except your 
husband.” 

“Oh goodness, then say I like them.” 

“His bringing sweets too can have a bad meaning.” 
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“TI give them to him when he comes to my room. He 
likes them very much.” 

“That is not the way of doing things. The packet should 
be given to Ammajan. She should open and distribute it to 
everybody at home. Then it does not mean he brings it with 
a wicked purpose.” 

‘But my mother sends so little, just enough for my tea. 
I make three shares for you, him and me.” 

‘What does he say about it?” 

“Once or twice he asked me from where I got it. I 
told him. He likes Azeem and praises him.” 

‘Does he? I hope everything will be all right.” 

‘‘ But why should she do anything mean?” 

‘What is mean in that ?” 

“Standing behind the window and listening when she 
is supposed to be in purdah.” 

“She did it in her home. She has every right to save 
him from harmful consequences. If she had confided in me 
or if I had more regard for her than you I would have en- 
couraged you to fall in with her design. I have come across 
many instances of mothers-in- law. You can’t deny that she 
dislikes you, and she is formal with me because she sees us 
often together.” 

‘What shall I do? Shall I tell him all that you have 
said ?” 
“Oh no, no. They will kill me. Try to keep on their 
good side. Now and then tell him about Azeem and what he says, 
and watch his reaction. If he dislikes his visits stop Azeem 
from coming to you. Baby is crying. I must go. I shall 
come back with a fresh paste.” 

The new cause of worry agitated Maghbool. She lay 
in bed considering her future actions. Could humanity be so 
base as to derive imaginary evil out of nothing? How could 
anybody say anything against one’s own conscience? Islam 
professes to hide the failings of others even when they are 
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séén and known as facts. : Is it Islamic on the part of a res- 
pectable woman to make a baseless accusation? Munira 
was helpful and sincere, but her ignorance and upbringing 
were bound to create such ideas in her. She should take 
advantageof Munira’s goodness and overlook her defects. 

Kabeer was not unmindful of Maghbool’s accident. A 
cursory glance at her blisters and her painful writhing had 
stirred his nobler nature to life. On the pretext of going to 
office he went straight to a doctor and bought medicine from a 
shop. He dared not take it with him and tell Maghbool how 
to use it. He wrote the method of its use on a piece of 
paper and inserted it between the cotton and bandages lest it 
should be seen by Zuhra. 

A servant came with the packet, called out the cook, 
handed it to her with an instruction that it was to be shown to 
Zuhra and to be given to Maghbool. It was an unpleasant 
duty for the cook to act as a mediator between men and 
Zuhra. The latter opened the parcel, examined every bit of it 
and recognised Kabeer’s handwriting. 

‘What are all these bottles, ointment, cotton and band- 
ages? Asif someone were seriously ill and dying? Who 
sent it?” 

‘Master sent it to be shown to you and be given to 
Maghbool Begum.” 

“T see. This is the office work he was making a fuss 
aver before he left. He must have squandered money on it. 
Give it back to the servant, ask him to return it, and tell him 
that Unani medicine has been applied already and she is well.” 

“It has been bought from a big shop.. What respect will 
they have for master if he returns it?” 

’-“ Ask the servant to go himself and return it. Even if he 
takes it back with some annas less it does not matter.” 
mn: “ The servant is gone already.” 
nis’ “ Whoasked you to send him away without my ees ? She 
gets herself burnt at a time when no hospital works and people 
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are forced to spend money uselessly. Where was the need 
for it when she has been already attended to ?”’ 

“Begum Sahib, such cases are not treated at home. In 
Nawabs’ houses doctors are sent for and nurses are appointed 
to look after the patient. Ordinary people are sent: to 
hospital. A small burn can be cured at home. I know the 
medicine applied. It wouldn’t cure but keeps it cool 
temporarily.” 

‘‘T have cured more serious ones than this.” 

“If you had looked at the burns carefully you would not 
have said that,” said the bold servant who from the first day 
had established her position. 

“Send Nazni here and you go to the kitchen.” 

“Read this,” said Zuhra to Nazni, giving her the note. 

‘It is the direction for using the medicine.” 

“Ts it not in his own handwriting ?” 

‘Undoubtedly it is.” 

‘He hides it in the bandages so that I may not see it, as 
if I am her enemy. If I prevent him from squandering 
money is it to take the whole property to my grave? He will 
be a beggar after me. These days of comfort and luxury 
are short.” 

“When he has given her a house worth ten thousand and 
sold a piece of land of equal value for her marriage this is an 
insignificant expense,” said Nazni, whose jealousy was touched 
to the quick. 

“He did not give it to her. It is ina dilapidated condi- 
tion and is haunted.” 

“It was registered in her name before the Nikha took 
place. It is rented for fifty rupees. She gets it.” 

Zuhra thought her ignorance of the matter would lower 
ther in the eyes of her daughter-in-law. — 

“Yes, I remember he told me about it. I forget things 
‘very soon. In course of time I may do it we my meals as 
‘my grandmother used to do.” 
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“T believe he did it without your knowledge and has 
kept it a secret. My father told me about it and asked me 
not to say anything about it to anybody.” 

“ How did your father know?” said Zuhra, changing the 
topic. 

“ He knows Faiz Mohammed very well.” . 

“ How things leak out. We wanted to keep it a secret 
from your father. There is no privacy in the world.” 

“ My father wasted lakhs of rupees on my wedding, but 
her father made a property for her.” 

“She has only that, but-you and my son have a right to 
the whole property. Now and then come to me if you want 
any help or if get any information worth mention,” said 
Zuhra and told her to ask the cook to take the medicine 
to Maghbool. | 

Nazni was frightened at having let out the secret. She 
thought that Zuhra knew it as she did not express any 
surprise. On the other hand she was supporting Kabeer. 

Zuhra’s anger knew no bounds. Her own son in whom 
she had all hopes and for whom she was giving her life had 
acted treacherously. Had he really done this? How could 
she know it was a fact? Nazni’s jealousy must have made 
her invent the story, but the question of the house and the 
land had often been discussed. He always gave her lame 
excuses for the defalcation. She said to herself that there 
might be some true in it. There is no smoke without fire. 
This was an addition to the numerous grievances against 
Maghbool. He had brought her at great cost and had 
given her a rope to hang him. She thought over it and 
concluded that an antagonistic attitude towards him would 
only make the matter worse. 

When the medicine was taken to Maghbool’s room 
-Munira went there. 

“1 don’t think Ammajan was up to the mischief I guessed 
at. Even if she was she has not poisoned his mind or else 


he would not have bothered to send the medicine,” said Munira 
while bandaging Maghbool’s left foot, which was now a 
frightful sight. This changed Maghbool’s unfriendly spirit 
towards Kabeer. She thought that he was not altogether 
devoid of human qualities. 

Kabeer, well prepared to face the tyrant and little 
knowing the complication created by Nazni’s simplicity, came 
home. He knew very well the art of winning her heart. 
As soon as he entered her room he threw his turban aside, 
breathed a heavy sigh, sat down with a thud as if he had no 
control over his limbs and began to wipe away perspiration 
with a kerchief. These signs of exhaustion made a quick 
appeal to her maternal heart. 

‘What has made you so tired? If you run about in the 
hot sun to doctors and shops you are bound to exhaust your- 
self,” said Zuhra. 

“T went out in connection with rent and revenue but 
I met Faiz Mohammed on my way. He asked me about her. 
I told him she had met with an accident. He bought some 
medicine for her. Did the servant bring it? ” 

“To suit your whims and fancies how magically things 
are done for you!” said Zuhra sarcastically. “Such incidents 
fit to adorn fables! Your houses produce evil spirits and 
cause the death of human beings, your lands grow snakes 
and kill the cultivators, your father-in-law drops from heaven 
when you need him and buys medicine which you did not 
want.” 

Kabeer felt as if a bolt had fallen on him from the blue 
and he sought for his kerchief and began to blow his nose 
violently. Zuhra knew the effect of her revelation of his 
secret on him so she changed the subject. 

““No woman can be called a good cook without tasting 
the warmth of fire. Often such burns are cured without the 
knowledge of men. In this house everything is upside down. 
A world of fuss is made over a scar. People are informed 
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from ‘ore end of the town to the other as if an honourable 
thing has taken place. On the other hand that woman ought 
to be ashamed of herself for her nruciency and you ought to 
feel it in the same way.” 

“T told Faiz Mohammed becnes if he came to know of it 
through a third person he would think I intentionally hid it. 
I told him there was nothing serious and we will look after 
her carefully.” 

Yes, that is the only thing left for you now. Shave your 
moustache, put on her dress and become her nurse. :*You 
have brought yourself to that condition,” said an checking 
herself from even franker expression. 

“He wanted to take her home till she is completely cured. 
I said that to avoid it,” said Kabeer. 

Kabeer was silent for some time. He thought that some- 
one had informed her of his double dealing. There was no 
doubt about it. Whoever the culprit was he would kill him 
or her as he would a dog. What should he do? Should he 
still act hypocritically or tell her plainly the necessity that 
forced him to do it ? He made up his mind to wait and find out 
her informant, and meanwhile if Zuhra herself told him 
about it straightforwardly, to tell her the truth. Lunch was 
announced and both went silently to the dining room. 

‘She seems a good cook. We can stick on to her,” said 
Kabeer to break the silence. 

“Munira is a better one. She will resume her duties 
after twelve days. This one can be a helper,” said Zuhra. 
Dead silence continued throughout the meal. Zuhra left the 
room soon after she finished. Seen Zuhra go out the cook 
entered. 

“How is she? Did you apply the medicine ?” 

“She is much better and is having a nap,” said the cook, 
who had worked in many joint families. 

“Look after her well. I shall pay you sanieshiny be- 
iieneee salary. Keep me informed of her progress.” 
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‘“T shall do my best. You need not worry, master. The 
medicine you sent is an excellent one for burns,” said the cook. 
“Was there any visitor this morning for Ammajan ?” 

“No, master, the only person who came was the servant 
with the medicine.” 

‘Was anybody speaking to her in my absence ?” 

‘““She asked me to send Nazni Begum to her and they 
were talking for a long time,” said the cook, and hearing 
Zuhra’s footsteps bent down, took the empty plates and left. 

“What were you jabbering about here ?” said Zuhra. 

“T went to bring these,” said she and without stopping 
went to the kitchen. 

“T told her that she is satisfactory and will be kept on,” 
said Kabeer, who met his mother on his way to her room in 
order not to create any suspicion in her mind. 

“T left the room ina hurry to finish my duties before 
confining myself to a corner till eight or nine in the night,” 
said Zuhra. 

“Why should you? What is happening to-day ?” 

“Nothing particular to-day. I am speaking of every day. 
You are absorbed in outdoor work, little knowing what takes 
place at home. Azeem comes whenever he likes and stays till 
late in the night. It is not difficult to stick to a corner 
especially when one likes to get a little fresh air in the evening. 
Poor Nazni too is sailing in the same boat with me,” said Zuhra. 

The doubt created by the cook about the informant was 
confirmed by his mother’s sympathetic reference to Nazni. 
How did she know of it? She never told him about it even 
indirectly. 

“The window and door of her room may be kept closed,” 
said Kabeer, coming back from his reverie... 

“Yet one’s own conscience can’t be clear when one knows 
a stranger is sitting within the four walls.” 

“He comes after the college gives over. Perhaps he 
needs some rest before he starts on another strenuous ride back 
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home. His house is pretty far from here,” said Kabeer look- 
ing towards Akram who was dressed to go out. The ayah 
was getting herself ready leaving him free. He came running 
to Kabeer, examined his watch and heard its ticking. 

“Baba, my watch is no good. I want one like yours. 
Listen, mine does not work. Give me yours,” said he to 
Kabeer, who knew it was a'toy watch yet to please the little 
fellow bent and listened. 

“Tt works if you shake it,” said Kabeer. 

But it stops after some time.” 

“If you try to be a good boy I shall buy a nice one for 
you.” 

“T want buttons like yours. See how they shine,” said 
Akram, examining the gold buttons with costly stones which 
were Kabeer’s wedding present. 

Zuhra’s temper was rising but she controlled herself with 
a great effort. She was of opinion that when a particular 
thing on a person’s body is liked by others it should be given 
to the admirer or else the wearer’s life is cut short. She 
could not ‘ask Kabeer to part with the watch and the buttons 
as she did once his new silk shirt. Both of them were very 
expensive. 

“When you grow big and get married your mother-in- 
law will give you such buttons,” said Kabeer. The reply was 
not very pleasing to his young heart. Akram looked this side 
and that and his eyes fell on the stool on which a goblet full 
of water and a glass were kept. He ran towards it. 

“Don’t touch it! You will break it,” shouted Zuhra. 

“T want cold water to drink,” said Akram, trying to pour 
water into the glass. He tipped it too far and the water 
rushed over his face. He dropped the glass in fright. It was a 
relic of the house as it had been used by Kabeer’s father. 
Zuhra would not have parted with it for a hundred 


“Oh pig, scamp and rascal!” screamed Zuhra, and 
224 


gathering all her energy rushed at him with a stick and 
thrashed him. 

“ Do you see what you'll get if you disobey ?” said she 
again, still beating him. 

“ Say you will never touch the goblet and will obey me,” 
said she again. No reply coming she dragged the howling 
child to a corner and made him sit down in his wet clothes. 

The ayah was still busy in satisfying her needs. Nazni 
could not stay in her room. She came forth hesitatingly to 
know the cause and stood staring at the little criminal, who 
began roaring again, expecting help from his mother. But 
even the ayah would have been of more help than that 
pathetic picture standing before him. 

“Go away from here,” said Zuhra. ‘“ He is becoming a 
truant and is beyond control. I am asking him to say that he 
will not disobey me but he refuses to open his mouth. Let 
him cry till he begs pardon.” 

Nazni had no alternative. She was nervous after the 
morning affair. If she did anything to displease Zuhra she 
would probably inform Kabeer what she had said. She stood 
expecting help from her husband, who however was also 
silent. 

‘“T manage the child day and night. If he is left for five 
minutes he is brought to this condition. ‘The poor baby is 
shivering in his wet clothes. The new shervani and the 
pyjama are solid with the dust,” said the ayah entering the 
room. 

“Stand aside. Don’t touch him. You are only a paid 
servant. You are here to-day and will be sacked to-morrow. 
We are his well-wishers and his interest is close to our heart. 
If he is spoilt we will be pained to death and not you,” said 
Zuhra. 

“Ayah, please take me with you, take me,” sobbed 
Akram. 

_“Tf you don’t want me to console him in his distress I 
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shall leave the place. I have nothing to do here,” said the 
ayah, vexed. 

“Take yourself away, begone, good riddance! Who is 
preventing you? You will not take away our fate. Next 
minute there will be a better person than you,” said 
Zuhra. 

The ayah turned to leave the house, but a shrill pathetic 
cry stopped her. 

“Ayah, don’t go! Take me with you. I shall die!” cried 
Akrain bitterly with raised hand. The sad picture would have 
melted a heart of stone. 

‘“What shall I do, Baba? If I did not love you more than 
my honour I would not stand another minute in this place,” 
said the ayah and went to Akram. 

“Darling, say that you will not touch the goblet any 
more,” said she, wiping his face with a kerchief. 

Kabeer thought the ayah would handle the situation more 
tactfully than he or Nazni and left the room without a word. 
Nazni, who had stood like a statue in his presence now went to 
the distressed child who was getting hiccups. 

“Shall I change his clothes, Ammajan? He catches cold 
quickly,” said Nazni. 

“Do it, and let him sit there till he apologises.”’ 

“Go and bring his warm clothes,” said Nazni to the ayah. 

“T have never seen such heartless people in my life. 
They will not mind killing the child on the plea of discipline,” 
said the ayah going out of the room. 

“Did you hear how haughty she is? When a servant 
assumes the attitude of equality she should never be kept at 
home.” 

“Yes, she is very impertinent in that way. Even if I hit 
Akram she begins to grumble at me. He is such a self- 
willed child that I can hardly manage him for ten minutes. 
I shall send word to my mother to look for a decent one.” 

“Do it soon. I don’t want to have anything to do with 
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that wretch,” said Zuhra, and resumed repetition of God's 
names on the Rosary. 

His mother’s nearness, her gentle strokes on his head and 
face, and her kiss made Akram forget his obstinacy. He put 
his arm round her neck and his head on her shoulder. | 

“ Bibi, don’t leave me here. I don’t like granny. Take 
me with you when you go,” entreated Akram pathetically. 

“Tf you obey my one request I shall do anything you 
like,” said Nazni, who remembered her mother’s method of 
bringing round naughty children. 

“Tell me what you want. I shall do it,” said’ he, control- 
ling the hiccups. 

“Say to granny that you will not touch the goblet. You 
broke that pretty glass.” 

Akram looked at the stern face of the old woman. It was 
a repulsive sight to him. He turned his face and put it back 
on his mother’s shoulder. 

“Say it, dear, you can go to your room and you can go out. 
I shall ask the ayah to take you to the merry-go-round,” 
said Nazni again. Akram whispered the words in her 
ear. 

“Say it loudly. Granny did not hear it. Louder, louder, 
louder, still.” 

The ayah returned with warm clothes and without looking 
at Zuhra gave them to Nazni. 

‘Shall I take him ta my room, Ammajan?” said Nazni 
appealingly. . 

“Yes, you change his clothes. Let the ayah clean my 
room. It is in a mess.” 

Nazni gave a sign to the ayah to do so, but she followed 
her heedilessly. 

“Nazni Begum, take the account of Baba’s clothes. I am 
not staying here any more.” 

‘‘ Ayah, don’t make me more miserable. If you leave me 
you will hear no more of me and my child,” said Nazni, greatly 
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perplexed. She could not force her to stay and she could not 
think of the idea of minding Akram. 

‘Even supposing I try to tolerate her ill-treatment of me 
I can’t bear the sight of the innocent child being beaten. Not 
a day passes when he is not flogged. He loses weight, keeps 
on crying in his sleep and gets frightened at the very sight of 
your mother-in-law.” 

“Knowing all that you can’t leave him. Have pity on 
him, if you don’t care for my comfort.” 

“T am not going to clean her room.” 

“Don’t bother about that. I shall do it.” 

The ayah and Akram went out. Zuhra saw them 
going and her blood boiled. 

“Where is that woman? How long does she want me 
to sit among the rubbish?” said Zuhra when she saw Nazni 
enter her room with a broom and a cloth. 

“T sent her with Akram as it was getting late for 
him.” 

“You don’t know how to control servants.” 

“This one has been spoilt from the beginning. When 
I get a new one I shall keep her under strict restrictions,” said 
Nazni. After cleaning the room she left. 

Zuhra said her evening prayer and sat with the Rosary. 
Kabeer was anxious to see Akram. He bought the watch he 
had promised him, went straight to Akram’s room and gave it 
to him. 

‘| hear a man’s voice in the house,” said Kabeer to 
Zuhra. 
‘Which man will dare enter the house except that dare- 
devil Azeem?” 

“He seems late to-day.” 

“Every day he is late. Our Maghbool is a funny girl. 
The whole day she was in bed lifeless. Now she is talking 
and laughing and perhaps eating the sweets he brings.” 

-“J don’t hear her voice.” 


.“ Perhaps she knows of your artival.” — 

Kabeer went to Maghbool’s room. Azeem was standing 
ready to go home. As soon as he saw Kabeer he bowed and 
wished him good evening very politely. - 

‘“To.day was my busy day. I had no intention of coming 
here but was compelled to the point of being driven. Some 
special preparation was made and I had to bring it. I am glad 
I came. We did not know of Apa’s accident.” 

“Tl had notime to send word. But it is nothing serious.”. 

“Yes, she told me that and added you brought her some 
wonderful medicine which made her feel O.K.,” said Azeem, 
and left. 

“ Are you really feeling better die 

“ Yes, much better. Thanks for your kind thought of me.” 

‘Someone has been playing mischief between me and 
Amma. She knows of the house I gave you and the land I 
sold for your clothes and jewels. Did you say anything to any- 
body here ?”’ 

“T told Munira, but I did not say that you gave them to 
me. Ammajan is not on good terms with her.” 

“T believe the ghost was talking to her for a long time. 
How does she know of it?” 

“Her father and mine know each other very well. He 
might have told her.” 

“ But she did not tell me.” 

‘She must have done it to get on the good side of 
Ammajan.” 

“IT must wait and see who has really done it.” 

“Please see what mother has sent to-day. She forced 
him to bring it.” 

“You did not even open it.” 

“I never do. What will he think of me if I act greedily 
before him? I being his elder sister should try to keep up my 
dignity.” 

“ I am finishing everything, it is so delicious.” 


239 


“T don’t feel like eating anything to-night. If you don’t 
eat it all, it will have to be given to the cook.” 

Kabeer needed no coaxing to do his duty. He left the 
plate empty. 

“It was very good of Azeem to come here, with all his 
numerous activities,” said Kabeer. 

“He is mother’s protege and has no alternative. My 
aunt and he have no one in the world and nothing to depend 
upon.” 

Kabeer did not like to sit there any longer lest he should 
vex his mother. So bidding her good night he left. 
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CHAPTER XVII 


Zuhra was very persevering if she had made up her 
mind. Although her body was flabby her will was iron. 
Her mind was active in planning a scheme not only when she 
was engaged on her daily duties but also when she prayed 
and recited on the Rosary. 

When Kabeer went to Maghbool’s room in a temper she 
was sure that he had caught Azeem and Maghbool red-handed. 
Even supposing a suspicion had occurred to Kabeer, Azeem’s 
courteous behaviour, his indifference towards Maghbool, his 
hurry to go home and the effect of the rich sweet replaced it 
by confidence and respect for both. He returned to his mother 
as peaceful as he was comfortable. Zuhra thought the dunce 
needed a bigger and bitterer dose. 

‘Old people used to say that the birth of a child and the 
coming of a new person in a home were of good or bad omen. 
From the time you married your third wife there has been 
loss after loss. Since you began negotiating for her marriage 
you will find the house and the land have been lost to us. 
Three is an inauspicious number both in living beings and 
inanimate objects. What people generally do when they are 
forced to deal with it is they either reduce or increase the 
number.” 

“Someone told me at the time of the wedding that she 
was the third in the family and many good offers were with- 
drawn on account of it.” 

‘Yet you married her. If you had taken your mother 
into your confidence you would have saved all this monstrous 
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“Experiences are gained only through suffering. A poet 
has said that hina produces its effect only after being ground 
and used on the palm.” 

“There are many who gather experience by mere obser- 
vation. It is not necessary that a person should be afflicted 
to be wise. That property is still a problem to me. The old 
cook said it was rented out, but I am the last person to believe 
what others say.” 

“Yes, it has been rented and we will be getting the rent 
from next month,” said Kabeer. 

This allayed Zuhra’s anxiety. She thought that Kabeer 
would take the house back from Maghbool. 

Maghbool’s burns were getting better, gradually. 
Kabeer’s kindness and the cook’s information of his talk to her 
about her welfare dissipated her spirit of non-cooperation. 
She believed that life for everybody is not poetry and _ it 
cannot be as it is the result of action and reaction of antagonis- 
tic elements. Happiness in life should not depend upon goods 
but upon thought. It was her thinking that would make her 
life poetry or prose. When both are possible why should 
she not select the easier path ? 

She now often went to the kitchen and helped the cook. 
She went to her mother-in-law, mended her old clothes and 
stitched new ones for her. She helped her when she had her 
head bath and was very particular in getting hot water five 
times a day for wuzu. She tried to be good to Nazni and 
Akram, who took a sudden fancy for her music. He sat 
absorbed when she played and asked her to let him use her 
harmonium. She taught him the fingering. The shrill sound 
produced by his touch thrilled him. He was proud of his 
new art. 

“ Bibi, I play the harmonium. You don’t know that,” 
said Akram one day to Nazni. 

The relation between a mother-in-law and a daughter-in- 
law is a mystery. An elementary knowledge of human 
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psychology certainly helps in gauging it. It varies as human 
nature is different, but in general a sort of semi-rivalry exists 
between them. A mother loves her son with a motive of love 
and be loved. She cares for him with the expectation of being 
cared for when he is strong and holds a position in life. She 
thus develops a sentiment in him of hero-worship for herself. 
Her regard for him also varies according to his capacity, 
intellect and position in life. She does try to bring a third 
person in between herself and her son as it has to be done, - 
but she finds to her regret that the newcomer excels her in 
many respects. The young man finds the wife mentally 
more alert, physically active and her ideas and principles 
nearer to his than his mother’s. He finds her more of 
an entertainer, an interest creator and a satisfier of 
his needs. Naturally he begins to care more for 
her feelings, happiness and comfort. The mother-in- 
law should sacrifice her interests consideration of both 
the son and the daughter-in-law. Self-sacrifice is a 
feat of which only moral giants are capable and very few 
women are moral giants. Hence it is usually a case of mere 
tolerance on both sides. The spirit of give and take and that 
of forget and forgive which are so essential in human life do 
not seem applicable in that relationship. After a couple of 
months when sentimentalism for married life begins to 
dwindle and both man and woman begin to face facts in life 
the mother-in-law carries the palm being more experienced 
and influential. 

‘To-day you have to go to the mazar of Peeranepeer ,” 
said Zuhra to the cook one day. 

‘Begum Sahib, it is a work to be done by men. The 
village is six miles from here. The dinner is to be cooked, 
I may not return in time.” 

“Even if you return a little bit late it does not matter. 
There are others to look to it. I can’t speak to male servants 
to explain what I want. I always send a women there.” 
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‘Women are not allowed to enter into the mazar.” 

“Don’t give lame excuses. Hundreds and thousands of 
women go there, speak to men, describe their needs and get 
the fatiha performed through them,” said Zuhra. 

The cook wanted a change. From the day she came to 
work she had not left the house even for five minutes. 

“In what connection have I to go? Is ita thuhfa to be 
taken for the murad which is fulfilled ?” asked the cook. 

“No, no, to pray for a murad. Two of our properties 
have gone out of our hands. We want the Peer to transfer 
them to us.” 

‘You have to tell him what the properties are, and who 
took them, or else how can the Peer fight with the enemy and 
get them back?” said the cook. 

“There is no need for all that. You just give them 
Kabeer’s name and say that his properties are taken by others 
and he wants them back,” said Zuhra, and gave the cook a 
five rupee note for buying flowers, sweets, incense and to pay 
some money for niyaz. 

No one knew of the cook’s absence till seven in the night. 
All of them were busy with their routine work. Munira was 
occupied in stitching clothes for her son, Mahmood. The 
days of putting on rags were over. Zuhra had given her some 
spare pieces of cloth and so had Maghbool and Nazni. There 
were lots of pieces and she could make from them clothes to 
last for a year. Zuhra had asked her not to cut small kurtas 
and destroy the pieces but make them as big as she could. If 
they were too big she could put tucks or use them as a 
big garment covers the child’s body well. If it is loose a child 
can move its limbs freely. Munira religiously followed the 
instructions. A few of them were made by Maghbool with fancy 
work. When these were shown to Zuhra she said that they 
were suitable for Moharram’s jalali and asked Munira not to use 
them as she would make him an object of laughter. Munira 
disliked the objection and kept it a secret from Maghbool. 


ORA 


It was half past six and there was: no sign of the 
cook. 

‘The unusual silence in the kitchen to-day surprises me. 
Are we going to have a big dinner from outside ?” said Munira 
to Maghbool who came to her room. 

‘Wonders never cease. Who knows what is happening ? 
Our tea was stopped. Fortunate beings never forgo their needs. 
Ammajan takes hers all right,” said Maghbool. 

“If the dinner is not ready when he comes we will be 
taken to task.” 

“Tn what way can we be held responsible for it? If some- 
one had told us the reason, had asked us to cook and if we had 
disobeyed the orders then he would have a right to be angry 
with us,” said Maghbool. Azeem was announced so she left 
for her room. 

“Tt is seven o’clock and no dinner is cooked. Are we 
invited out?” said Munira to Zuhra. 

“Invited, invited? Sharpen your teeth to eat lumps of 
meat, shameless creature,” said Zuhra, who was vexed because 
Munira noticed the absence of the cook so late. She was 
getting angrier every hour, as the daughters-in-law were so 
indifferent to home affairs. 

.“ There is no sign of the cook,” said» Munira. 

“She is gone on business.” 

“If we were informed of it we would have cooked the 
food.” 

“Had I to come to you or you to come to me and get the 
information? Have you no eyes to see the kitchen door is 
shut? From when did you become the queen? From the 
time you got the baby, I suppose. You wretch, don’t forget 
I brought you out of the gutter,” said Zuhra. 

Munira felt like crying but controlled herself. 

“Please tell me how many curries and what kind areto be 
made. It is getting late.” 

“It is a wonder you thought of it. What can you a 
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at the last minute? Let it be late, let him come and see what 
obedient and loving wives he has,” said Zuhra. 

Munira was disgusted with the argument, but she dared 
not go and start cooking what she liked. She stood humbly 
as a penitent. This cooled down Zuhra’s anger a bit and she 
told her what to cook. Munira rushed to the kitchen, lighted 
four ovens at once and started cooking. The cook after 
describing her experiences at the mazar to Zuhra returned to 
the kitchen. Maghbool also joined them after sending Azeem 
away. 

Kabeer usually come home between nine and ten for 
dinner. But unfortunate coincidences never cease. He came 
home soon after eight having a secret plan of going to a late 
show at the pictures with his friends, who had to call on him, 
after nine. 

“Tam very hungry. I want dinner immediately,” said 
Kabeer to Zuhra. 

“If you are prepared to eat raw rice and meat you can 
have it at once,” said Zuhra who did not know whether the 
food was ready or not. 

“Why, the new servant is very active,” said Kabeer, 
surprised at the mother’s temper. 

“She wanted a half day off. I allowed her to go in view 
of the hard work she has done all these days. She returned 
just five minutes ago and is cooking.” 

“What on earth do the women do at home? Could they 
not prepare one meal in an emergency ?” 

“A bad workman quarrels with his tools. You have 
spoilt them from the beginning and all of a sudden if you 
want their services God alone should come down to 
make them work. Who are the women you speak of? 
One is an invalid, the other is a zachcha, and the third is an 
imruly colt. Entertaining her cousin is more important to her 
than her husband’s food. She knows he is Nandi _ ka bail who 
knows neither this side nor that but nods for both,” said Zuhra 


to pour oil on the burning fire. The personal condemnation 
naturally raised Kabeer’s temper but he could not be angry 
with his mother. 

“Did he come to-day? I understood he had stopped 
coming daily.” 

‘Which day is it that he does not come? He left by the 
back door just when you entered by the front. I am of the 
strong opinion they keep a watch for your arrival. As soon as 
you enter he leaves,” said Zuhra. 

There seemed a certain truth in Zuhra’s statement, as the 
other day when Kabeer went to Maghbool’s room Azeem was 
going out. 

‘Our women are strange creatures. They are indebted 
to us for everything in life yet they worship only their mater- 
nal relations. Nazni’s ways were quite different. Her visitors 
were her own brothers. There is a world of difference be- 
tween visitors and visitors,” ended Zuhra with a significant 
laugh. “I am just giving you a hint in your own interest. 
Keep it in your mind as such matters end in life and death. 
The stricter the secrecy you keep about it the better it is for 
your name and fame,” said she.again. 

Kabeer’s blood was boiling, and there was no sign of the 
food. The women were openly insulting him by making him 
wait. Coupled with this a tinge of jealousy had been created 
in the corner of his heart. 

In the kitchen no one knew of Kabeer’s arrival. All the 
three were so busy that they hardly tried to hear him talking. 
Moreover he did not speak much. Women are very generous 
with their words, and what is in their heart is on their tongues. 
They were not working like dumb creatures. The cook was 
a chatterbox and was very dramatic in her expressions. She 
explained her experiences with due exaggeration and made 
the other two laugh. Maghbool who had a naturally loud 
voice shrilled in the kitchen. 

“ Did you hear her laughing? Oh, that is nothing com- 


287 


pared to what she does at other times. I am sure she is 
laughing because she has kept you waiting here. She is 
elated at it,” said Zuhra again. 

The happy laughter when Kabeer was both angry and 
sad was not an appropriate incident and it got on his nerves. 
His patience reached breaking point. 

“Fatima Bi, what are you doing? Bring my dinner 
soon,” shouted Kabeer to the cook. 

His shout came like an electric shock to all of them. 
They rushed to arrange the trays. 

“He seems angry. You go to him with a smile and cool 
down his temper before he sits for dinner,” said Munira to 
Maghbool, who was bent upon doing any service in the house. 
Maghbool ran with a dastargan, spread it and laid all the 
other necessaries on it. She ran back and brought a tray 
a full of dishes. When she was arranging them both the son 
and the mother entered. She stood up and smiled expecting 
an appreciative word for her alertness in serving the food for 
a man who needed it before time. But to her surprise there 
was a frown on his face and he did not look at her. She 
knew he was angry, but with whom was he angry? Perhaps 
his outdoor duties had worried him. It was by no means 
anything she had done. She had run with the dastargan 
as soon as he called the cook. When she brought the second 
tray she kept her eyes down and set out the articles in silence. 

“Why was the dinner not served when I came home?” 
said Kabeer sternly. 

‘You asked for it just now,” said Maghbool in a trembling 
voice. 

“If you had eyes you would have seen me half an hour 
ago.” 

“The cook had disappeared.” 

“You were not dead.” 

“T did not know that I had to cook.” 

“You know many other things and do them with pleasure 


but did not know I needed food. Did you imagine that I live 
on water and air?” 

“No one asked me to cook.” 

“Shut up. Don’t talk nonsense. I know the cause.” 

Maghbool stood staring at him. A film covered her eyes 
and she saw nothing of him. 

“Even if she knew it she was not free to cook,” inter- 
rupted Zuhra. 

“Remember if you behave indecently you will be - 
kicked out of the house as you stand,” said Kabeer. 

Maghbool was trembling in all her limbs with surprise 
and fear, and her tears were uncontrollable. Instead of going 
to the kitchen to bring the remaining things she went straight 
to her room, closed the door, threw herself on her bed and 
cried. 

“ Did you hear the door bang? It means if she could 
she would have broken your head with that force. Instead of 
taking your resentment obediently as it was for her own good 
she is defying you. She did not care for your food. Any 
other person in her place would have stood and asked 
courteously if you needed anything more. We don’t treat 
even a beggar in this way when he eats,” said Zuhra. 

Kabeer could not take one morsel more. He went 
straight to Maghbool’s room and finding the door closed 
kicked on it thunderingly. Maghbool ran and opened it. As 
he entered the room he took off his shoe and struck her with it 
over the head. She put her hands up to prevent another blow. 
Another came with a heavy thud on her slender hands and 
fingers. A third and fourth fell in quick succession, and 
broke her bangles, and her wrist started bleeding. The sight 
of the blood made him stop, and he went back for his dinner. 

The cook had taken the rest of the things to the dining 
room and was waiting for his return. 

“If Begum Sahib had not compelled me to go to the 
mazar for Fatiha all this would not have happened. The 
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poor girl is just recovering from her burns,” said the 
cook. 

“Don’t tell lies. You took leave to go and now you put 
the blame on Begum Sahib. All of you are a pack of liars. 
Go away from here,” said Kabeer. 

“ You served her right. When a woman forgets her duties 
she should be reminded of them by gentle means. If she is 
so obstinate as not to heed she should be dealt with more 
forcibly. The whole day she keeps on writing. I wonder to 
whom she writes? Her playing the harmonium is another 
thing that shatters my nerves,” said Zuhra again when they 
had resumed dinner. 

Kabeer was quiet. His energy was exhausted in the 
strenuous feat and his right hand was aching with the strain. 
His friends were announced. So he left home, disheartened. 
His eyes gazed at the picture, but his heart was sad. He 
himself did not know why he was so upset. Was he grieved 
because he had ill-treated Maghbool? Was it jealousy that 
put him off? After a second thought he found the latter idea 
was meaningless. He reflected over his personal experiences 
with her and came to the conclusion that she was a woman 
of strong character. His cruelty might lead to her separa- 
tion, he thought. She could live comfortably with the means 
he had unwillingly provided for her. He would lose botha 
woman and her income. He made up his mind to go to her 
after the picture and be reconciled with her. 

Munira was on pins when Kabeer was beating Maghbool 
and ran to her the minute he stepped out of the room. She 
found her on the ground, her clothes stained with blood. The 
heavy blow on the head had made her swoon. 

‘“Maghbool! Maghbool! It is me. Open your eyes. I 
have come to repay the sacred debt I owe you,” said Munira. 

‘My throat is parched. Give me some water,” said 
Maghbool faintly. 

The kind sympathiser gave her water, dressed her 


wounds, brought her dinner and tried to feed her with her own 
fingers, but a sensation of nausea prevented Maghbool from 
eating. Munira made hot coffee and forced her to drink and 
left her to herself. 

“T was extremely hungry and was in a hurry to go out. 
When I was dying with hunger you were laughing at my 
loss. Just imagine yourself in my position. You would treat 
me leniently,” said Kabeer to Maghbool. “I am sorry for 
what I did,” said he again, looking at the bandage on her™ 
hand and the plaster on her head. 

There is no stronger weapon to tame nature to the point 
of self-disrespect than the sense of dependency. Maghbool 
thought that it was time for her to show her mettle and not 
to return evil for evil. 

“T did not know you were at home till you called the 
servant,” said Maghbool. 

“Tf the food was ready there would have been no cause 
for my anger.” 

“It was ready and was served immediately when you 
asked for it. The cook had gone and we did everything in 
such a hurry.” ; 

“She took leave. Should you not think because of it I 
should not suffer?” 

‘She was sent to the mazar by Ammajan to pray for the 
return of her lost property. We were not told about it 
till Munira went to her to enquire about it. Just then Azeem 
came after one week. I had a talk with him for two minutes 
and sent him away and went to the kitchen to help. The cook 
was describing the funny ways how she prayed at the mazar 
and made us laugh.” 

“Did you not laugh because you made me wait?” 

‘IT should have felt ashamed to do that, and would have 
cried to know that you were hungry and I was of no use to you.” 

‘Don’t worry. What is over isover. Forget and forgive 
it. These are only tiffs between man and “woman and they 


don’t last long. Is there anything to eat? I feel like eating.” 

“T stopped Azeem from coming daily and bringing sweets. 
He comes only on Sundays if he is free.” 

“Why did you do that?” 

“T don’t know why. Just like that.” 

“That is all right. People will think we starve. You 
and your mother send things from home. By the by, what do 
you do with the money you get?” 

“f buy papers, magazines and other things I want. 
This month the cook’s salary is paid out of it.” 

“ All those things wouldn’t cost much. How much interest 
do you get on your dowry ?” 

“Father bought some shares so I get fifty. I used to get 
twenty-five.” 

“So you earn a hundred a month. That is better than 
many men do. You must have saved a lot.” 

“Yes, three to four hundred rupees, but Azeem has 
already found an outlet for it.” 


‘How ?” 
“He is so much fascinated with my Rubayat and 


sazaliat that he wants them all printed in the form of a 
book,” said Maghbool. 

“Nothing better to do? A woman without getting her 
name in print has much to do at home. Such ideas will 
take away your home interest. No one will buy even one 
copy of it, the money will be wasted and people will come tc 
know what sort of person you are and your infatuation, as al 
poems in Urdu are love poems.” 

“You have not read mine. Not even one, to tell th 
truth, They are on general subjects such as sorrow, los: 
pain, the suffering of the destitute. My father read some c 
them and thinks that they will bring wealth to our people.” 

“T have not seen a better self-advertiser. A woma 
enclosed in the four walls always thinks what she does is tk 
only thing worthy. She is the best person in the worl 


Earning money out of it is only your imagination. Who will 
care for your poems? The world is full of rubbish and 
no one bothers to waste his time on reading when he is busy 
in the life and death struggle to make both ends meet. Ask 
your father to return those four hundred rupees.” 

“T have already given him permission to use it for the 
publication. There are so many people interested in it. I am 
pleased too. Don’t try to deprive me of my little pleasure.” 

“T see your point. You mean that your life here is a- 
misery, so you want to have pleasure in that way. You do 
things on your own accord or to please others. Where do I 
come in your estimation?” said Kabeer fretfully. 

“When you married me you definitely told me that I 
could spend the money in any way I like to meet my petty 
needs. That made me act independently.” 

“Tt was not meant to be wasted but since you live with us 
it had to be spent in the interest of the members of the house. 
You care more for your name.” 

“Tf you don’t like my name to be on it I can easily ask 
them to change it to Azeem’s.” 

‘Yet you insist on getting it done. You prefer to ruin us 
and at our cost make someone’s name. You don’t know how 
to make your own life and you dream of doing that for others.” 

“That is quite a different thing. Since the order was 
placed long ago it is not fair to recall it. Those who are in- 
terested in it will have no respect for us.” 

“Here is a living example of the precept that to give 
money to a woman is to give a dagger to her. I have to bluff 
Ammajan every day on something or other about the house 
and face her anger, just to enable you to throw away the rent 
heartlessly.” 

‘In that case give her the rent.” 

‘That will make the matter easier. You will still have 
your father’s fifty rupees,” said Kabeer, but he could not 
understand how his wife could call him her lord and yet not 
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trust him. Why should she desire to have the house and the 
money in her name? If she really loved him she ought to 
have transferred the things to his name. He knew that Faiz 
Mohammed had arranged the matter so carefully that even she 
could not do it against her father’s will. But why should she 
care for her father once she was married? He had nothing 
further to do with her. If she were loyal to him she would 
have quarrelled with her father and entrusted her fortune to 
her husband. 

Such ideas often haunted his mind, and his love, which 
was already in a mist, disappeared altogether. He showed more 
regard and attachment to Nazni. At the time of feasts he 
bought clothes for every member of the house including ser- 
vants, but not Maghbool. He was more generous to servants 
than to her. Their faults were pardoned and the least mistake 
of hers was exaggerated, criticised and condemned in front of 
everybody. She had to give him the rent of her house, but 
sometimes if it was delayed or a part payment was sent the 
blame was not on the defaulters but she was distrusted. 

The open insults, rebukes and disregard of Maghbool by 
Kabeer melted even the stone heart of Zuhra. Her animosity 
gradually decreased. Once she actually said, 

“Why don’t you bring something for her too? Where 
will she go to get her needs satisfied? She is behaving very 
well, so we must show her some consideration.” 

“She has enough money to buy what she needs and to 
spare. She is worth several thousands and wastes her income 
on others,” said Kabeer. 

Maghbool noticed it all but was heedless of her personal 
interest. Her needs were few and she was easily satisfied. 
She always felt that she had all she needed in life and she 
was rich without them. She often spent her money to please 
the members of the house. In spite of all her sacrifices she 
found that no one was pleased. 

For weeks heinever showed his face to her. She tried to 
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console herself and often said to herself that his slovenliness 
and his unshaven face and his costly but dirty dress would make 
her more angry so it was better he kept aloof from her. 
Whenever he did show himself it was with a fresh quarrel to 
burn her heart. 


245 - 


CHAPTER XVIII 


A home in a child’s life is a world in miniature, where 
his needs, intellectual, social, moral and physical are satisfied. 
It isa place where the solid foundations of his character, edu- 
cation and personality are laid and his instincts, emotions and 
interests have fair play. It is a place where love, sympathy and 
forgiveness prevail and punishment, condemnation and com- 
petition are minimised. His fancies and whims are humoured 
and his sense of self-importance is kept up to the maximum. 

Such an ideal home is rare in a country where parents 
are enslaved by dogmas, customs and a false sense of dignity. 
A child usually is taken for a puppet and is supposed not to 
have feelings, interests or self-respect. He is expected to act 
whenever the string is pulled and otherwise to be a mere 
spectator. The string is ever to be strong; if by long use it 
wears out and becomes looser in its action the movement of 
the puppet should not differ. He is a plant in the hands of 
many unpractised gardeners, each one of them trying to trim 
it to look smart at every stage of its growth, one plucking the 
ill-looking stem, the other an unshapely leaf and another 
making it straight. Thus its natural and free growth is 
stunted. Often his body is developed at the cost of his spirit 
and will. Suppression of the emotions does not in the least 
mean their death, but their explosion in a wrong direction. 
They are the pivot upon which life rotates. If one has no 
chance for their free execution one looks for and creates a 
world where imperatives are absent. Hence a child’s life in 
a repressive environment is dual and in the absence of high 
and noble ideals evil ones are adopted. 
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Akram was intelligent, energetic and mischievous from 
his infancy, and was therefore very troublesome at home. 
Nothing could be kept within his reach that was not destroyed, 
and no child could he play with without making him bleed. 
So he was made to spend the whole day, except his meal- 
times, out of the home. The ayah being an old woman was 
not of much use to him. She used to take him to shops or 
hotels in the neighbourhood and make him play with the 
vagrants and scamps while she prattled with the servants. 
The -habit of spending his time out and the influence of his 
associates led him towards a wild life. Brawling or coming 
home with a black eye was not an uncommon thing. Com- 
plaints from parents and shopkeepers were often heard and 
the damages paid. 

When Akram was four years old the ayah was no longer 
needed and she was engaged for Nazni’s second child. 
Akram was admitted into a school where he tound himself in 
an alien world. He disliked it, but with compulsion he did go 
there. Progress was slow as he was detained in every class. 

As he grew bigger Zuhra stopped her daily evening 
corporal punishment and handed him over to Kabeer who 
thrashed him till he bled. Both home and school were cruel 
to him and he craved for a kinder place. Nazni was not able 
to understand his needs, and the most she did for him was to 
cry with him and describe her own sufferings. She often 
begged Kabeer to send him to her mother’s house where he 
could be better looked after but her request was flatly refused. 

If human nature is greatly in need of something it 
is sympathy which heals the wounds caused by the ill 
usage of the world. | Akram’s childhood friend was Mazhar. 
Whenever Akram was ill-treated at home Mazhar took him 
home, and when he was not given food as a punishment 
for his bad behaviour his friend fed him. Mazhar’s mother 
and sisters were very good to Akram. They did not observe 
purdah before him as he was yet in his early teens. Akram felt 
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happier in the company of children of his own age, which 
privilege he was denied at home. Mazhar had three good- 
looking sisters, the eldest of whom was ten years old, the 
same age as Akram. All the ladies liked him so much that if 
he did not go there for some days they used to send for him. 
His long acquaintance with the family developed into an 
innocent liking between him and the big girl named Asmath. 
She often felt anxious to see him and talk to him. 

“T feel happy when you come home. Do come to us 
every day with Mazhar,” said Asmath to Akram one day. 

Akram -had been Mazhar’s class-mate in the beginning, 
but his failure had made him his junior. Yet he went to 
Mazhar’s house and studied there. He was given a duplicate 
key to Mazhar’s room to enable him to take any book he 
wanted. When Akram was fourteen years old the two big 
girls began to observe purdah in front of him, but the mother 
still used to see him whenever she found time and often sent 
eatables for him with the youngest daughter who was only 
five. In spite of the restrictions Asmath somehow managed 
to peep through the window, uttered a word of welcome, and 
even came into the room pretending not to know that he was 
there and ran away immediately. 

Thirteen or fourteen is the age for a girl to get married. 
Asmath was engaged to a rich merchant and was to be married 
soon, to her regret and to Akram’s displeasure. Her husband 
was a good man and made her life a happy one, but suffering 
and woman are synonyms. In the second year of her married 
life her husband fell prey to a severe attack of double 
pneumonia and passed away. It broke the heart of the poor 
girl, She thought of committing suicide but this not being 
very practicable she determined to aim at a gradual death. 
She secluded herself in a corner and reduced her food to 
liquids. She thus fell ill, and began to cause anxiety at home. 
Mazhar liked her the best of all his sisters. His worry about 
her often made him describe her condition in the presence of 
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Akram, who used to listen with a pretended indifference. All 
the same he liked to hear about her. Sometimes he himself 
asked Mazhar about her. 

One afternoon it was very hot and Asmath was lying in 
Mazhar’s room which was cooler than others. Akram, as 
he often-did, opened the door from outside as he wanted to take 
a notebook from the table. When he saw Asmath pale like 
death and excited with his entrance, he stood firm. 

“Don’t be sad. It was God’s will. When the time for 
my marriage comes I shall make amends for your loss,” said 
Akram pulling himself together. Asmath in spite of the 
change in her life had a soft corner for him in her 
heart. 

‘Go away soon. If they see you in this room they will 
kill you,” said Asmath in great agitation. Like a frightened 
child he left the room. 

Human nature is such that it adjusts itself to any 
circumstances. This is specially true with women. They 
being used to tolerance, patience and suffering try to be 
happy in adverse circumstances. Asmath gradually forgot her 
sorrow, and the words of Akram frequently rang in her ears. 
After the loss of her husband she thought that she would love 
nobody in the world, but she found that any mention of 
Akram pleased her. 

Dusk is the time when the night birds come out of their 
dens. Ladies leave their semi-prison and come into the court- 
yard to enjoy heavenly gifts. Mazhar’s mother, sisters and 
others came and sat there for some time and then one by one 
went back, except Asmath. They knowing her plight did not 
compel her to do this or that. Left alone she went to the front 
door and peeped out. To her surprise she saw that Akram 
was approaching. Her first impulse was to run inside, but her 
heart would not permit her legs to do it. 

“TI had an intuition that I would see you to-day. It is 
exactly four months since I saw you last. I don’t count how 
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many rounds of your house I make every night. I do it till I feel 
exhausted. I came to ask you something ...... C 

“What is it? Tell me soon. I can’t stand here talking with 
you ” said Asmath. 

“Write on a slip of paper how you are and leave it under 
the tablecloth. When I come here to study I shall take it 
without Mazhar’s knowledge.” 

“T can’t. It is impossible. If it is discovered it will 
mean our death.” 

‘‘ Please, please, do it! I want nothing from you except 
one sentence. I shall take care that no one comes to know of 
it. Even supposing it falls into others’ hands they won't be 
able to make head or tail of it. Please do it till you get 
better.” 

“But my writing will be discovered,” she stammered. 
Then after some time she said, “ All right,” and disappeared as 
quickly as possible. 

The promise was religiously carried out. At first there 
used to be one sentence. ‘I am getting better.” Subsequently 
more sentences followed, notes were exchanged with loving 
words, and verses followed suit. ‘Thus the afflicted exchanged 
and in so doing soothed each other’s grievances. Each sup- 
ported and pacitied the other, yet they never saw one another. 

Akiam’s regular absence from home on the plea of study 
created a great sensation and both his mother and grand- 
mother began to suspect him. They asked him questions 
directly, and not finding any clue they coaxed Mahmood to 
follow him wherever he went. He often carried exaggerated 
and made-up tales, having caught him round Mazhar’s house. 
Sometimes he found him speaking with Mazhar’s mother, or 
playing with his youngest sister. 

““Do you know why Bhai goes to Mazhar’s home? Not 
to read but to talk with the ladies. If he does not do that he 
walks round their house making tavvagf of it,” said Mahmood to 
Zuhra. 
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__ * Akram is fast cutting adrift and becoming a truant and 
reckless day by day. If you don’t check him he will be lost to 
us,” said Zuhra to Kabeer. 
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“ He is not good at his studies either. He is detained in 
every class for two years and then is pushed up. We must 
stop his education, and engage him in business.” 

“T believe he is always in his friend’s house.” 

“Who is he ?” 

“Don’t you know Mazhar, who has been his playmate 
from his childhood ?” 

“His company is not bad, and his father is the proprietor 
of a big hotel.” 

‘But Akram goes there for his sisters.” 

“That is a lie. No Muslim girl will be allowed to see or 
talk to a stranger.” 

“You should not take things so lightly, There is some- 
thing wrong somewhere. Otherwise a young boy will not be 
absent from home very late in the night.” 

“You must ask him about it directly.” 

“We did all that we could and being disappointed in our 
efforts have come for your help.” 

“T can’t interfere in the matter directly. If his father 
comes to know of it there will be misunderstanding between 
us. I shall take Akram in my charge.” 

“That will be a sensible thing. Girls should be under 
their mother’s control but boys under their father’s,” said 
Zuhra. 

‘Ts he at home?” 

“No, he had his dinner early and went out. He will 
come after twelve.” 

Next morning Akram was informed of Kabeer's intention 
and his belongings were sent to the office. He was given a 
room there and was made to look to the accounts and expendi- 
ture of the property. He had his food with his father and 
slept under his supervision. This restriction increased Akram’s 
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innocent desire to write to Asmath, and it became almost an_ 
obsession. Every day he wrote to her and accumulated all 
his letters. One day in Kabeer’s absence he went straight to 
Mazhar’s room and put the bundle of letters under the table- 
cloth. He did it in a hurry and without noticing how it looked 
left the place. 

As Akram had stopped going to Mazhar’s house for a 
long time Asmath had ceased to use his room. The same 
night when Mazhar was reading he found the tablecloth 
uneven. He lifted it and found the bundle. He opened it 
and read the contents. He knew they were love letters 
and were in Akram’s handwriting, but to whom were they 
addressed ? He went straight to his sister's room. He did 
not suspect Asmath as she was a widow and above suspicion. 
He made up his mind to look for more such letters in his 
second sister’s box. 

“What do you want, Bhai, from my box? I have 
nothing of yours,” said Zubaida. 

‘“T have lost some important papers. I am looking for 
them all over. The children might have brought them and 
thrown them here,” said Mazhar. 

Asmath’s heart began to palpitate. She could not escape 
the inspection. 

“T arranged my box just this morning and since then I have 
kept it locked. I don’t keep things in it except my clothes,” 
she said, but her expression confirmed Mazhar’s doubts. 

“You will upset all my sarees and jewels. It is so diff- 
cult to re-arrange them,” said she again. 

‘‘T shall keep everything intact. Don’t worry, Asmath,” 
said Mazhar and snatched the key from her hand and opened 
the box. As he was removing the things one by one she 
grabbed a bundle from among them and held it firm in her 
hand saying that it contained her underwear. Mazhar left his 
search, asked the other sister to go out, closed the door and 
snatched the bundle from her hand. She began to cry. 
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‘‘ Bhai, I honestly tell you that there is nothing of yours. 
Even for the world I would not rob you of anything,” wailed 
Asmath. 

Women’s strongest weapon melted Mazhar’s heart. 

“ Read these letters. If anybody sees them it will mean 
your instantaneous death. That rascal Akram took a mean 
advantage of my kindness to him. I fed him, gave him 
shelter when he was driven out of the house, helped him in 
his studies. In return he’ has planned to cut my throat. 
Father will hold me responsible for all this. I have either to 
commit suicide or murder him.” Asmath was still weeping. 

“T came here not for my papers but to read his other 
letters. Show them to me. I can judge what he is up to. 
Have confidence in me and you are safe. Remember no one 
will help you out of this mess.” ) 

Asmath felt a sort of confidence in him and in his support. 
She confessed everything and gave him all Akram’s letters. 

“So you wrote to him, too. How did you deliver them ?” 

‘““He asked me to leave them under the tablecloth and 
he did the same,” sobbed Asmath. 

‘“T found this bundle in the same place.” 

“When did he come here?” said Asmath. 

‘Who knows? You ought to know it better.” 

“T swear I don’t know anything about him,” sobbed 
Asmath. 

‘Are you not ashamed of yourself? Is it not disgraceful ? 
Your younger sister though unmarried is more virtuous than 
you,” said Mazhar. 

“T honestly tell you I stopped writing to him. It is 
almost two months since I did it. It was a mistake. It was 
the first and the last. I am not only ashamed of myself but 
I hate my very existence. Bhai, save my honour,” sobbed 
Asmath. 

“His parents must have seen your letter so they stopped 
him from coming here. I permitted him to visit my room bat 


I did not expect any mischief as the other door of my room 
was always kept locked from inside. I still can’t understand 
how you could write to a stranger. Is this the result of 
teaching girls to read and write?” 

“He compelled me to write one sentence about my 
health when I was ill. He said when the time for his 
marriage came he would make amends for my loss.”’ 

“ Did he mean that he would marry you ?” 

“TI don’t know. Those are the words he said.” 

“So you met him too, you disgraceful wretch!” 

‘‘Only once for two minutes in your room.” 

“He is a first rate rogue. Neither his parents will permit 
him to marry a widow nor will he be content with you. 
His father has several wives, so he will also.” 

“Bhai, let the past be dead. I promise you on my 
honour not to have anything more to do with him.” 

‘Shall I burn all his letters ?” 

“ No, yes, yes,” stammered Asmath. 

“You still don’t know your mind. You have yet a soft 
corner for him. If you clearly think of the consequences of 
such illicit friendship you will decide now what should be 
your future action.” 

‘“ Burn them all! I don’t want to have another look at 
them,” said Asmath. 

“Read them again if you want. Then I shall burn 
them.” 

“No, no! I don’t want to look at them. I hate to touch 
them!” 

‘Now you have come round and are on the highroad of 
honesty,” said Mazhar. He set fire to the bundle and threw 
the ashes out of the window. He opened the door to let his 
mother and sisters in. 

“What has happened ? What did you lose ?” 

‘My school leaving certificate was misplaced. I remem- 
bered having given it to Asmath.” 
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“If we have some more persons of your memory the 
world will go upside down. The certificate is in my custody, 
Why did she cry?” said Mazhar’s mother, looking at Asmath. 

“When doesn’t she cry? Her beloved husband is in her 
heart and her eyes are ever wet,” said Mazhar and left. 

Next day Mazhar sent a servant to Akram’s house and 
got the key for his room which had caused so much mischiet. 
He now hated Akram so much that even if he happened to 
ineet him on the way he would turn his face. His heart was 
in his mouth to think if Akram just mentioned it to his friends. 
What would happen to the family? 

Kabeer was forty, measured forty round the waist. If a 
person with a brown complexion, beard and moustache can 
fall into the category of handsome men he did so. Beauty 
had still an appeal for him. He was not at all an unattractive 
gure. At the first sight of him anybody would know that 
there was a lot of energy and strength which badly needed 
an outlet. 

The mania which so many people have to hoard wealth 
and leave it to their children has done more harm than good. 
It has made their children indifferent, irresponsible, carefree 
squanderers of the fruit of the parental hard labour. But 
Kabeer was not a very bad type of man. His motive was the 
same, but an economical way of spending money makes a world 
of difference. He did not drink nor spent money on women or 
gambling. These notorious vices have made many million- 
aires beggars. After all marrying two or three wives is 
neither a sin nor a drain. Men of strong orthodox principles 
who hate to have any illicit connection with women do have 
many wives. At the initial expense of a few hundreds for 
jewels and clothes a man can keep a woman at home. This 
wise policy is so handy and economical that it has made many 
men polygamous. 

Leniency and loss are synonyms. Landlords in general 
are not fortunate in their tenants who believe in non-payment. 
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Kabeer’s tenants included both rich and poor. The rich paid 
up all right as they were not left in peace till the rent was 
recovered for the month. Where a small rent was concerned 
indifference on the part of the collectors and excuses on the 
side of the inhabitants were inevitable. The accumulation of 
arrears for years resulted either in their sly escape from the 
house or obstinate refusal to pay. 

In such cases Kabeer himself intervened. Either he 
excused the heavy rent in deserving cases and got the house 
vacated, or he forced payment in instalments. There was an 
old woman tenant who had not paid her rent for two years. 
Poverty and the care and protection of a granddaughter had 
made her bold beyond words. Often the bill collector went to 
Kabeer with a complaint against her high-handedness which 
instead of making him angry made him laugh. He often 
said, ‘Goto her after some months. Perhaps fortune may 
smile on her in that time.” Years passed. Kabeer fixed a 
day for the settlement of the case. She was informed of 
Kabeer’s arrival and was asked to be ready to leave the house. 
No one knew that she had a beautiful granddaughter. 

“T have nothing to pay you, my lord. If you care more 
for money than human life kill me and this girl. I am doing 
the duty of the rich and the country who ought to make pro- 
vision for such destitute people. If they are blind to their own 
duty someone has to do the job,” said the old woman to 
Kabeer, holding the girl’s hand. 

Kabeer could not believe his eyes when he saw the girl, 
who was young, beautiful, and as fair as lily. He said to himself 
if she had been born in a palace she could have graced a queen’s 
throne. She was a hidden beauty whom God by mistake had 
created destitute. The flawless girl stood very modestly in his 
presence. When the grandmother created a pathetic scene 
with her wailing she was touched to the quick with the sight, 
lifted her head with an expression of appeal in her eyes and 
looked at Kabeer but said nothing. Her silence was more 


impressive than expression. Whose heart would not melt a 
the sacred scene? Even a woman would be moved to help her. 

‘‘Grandma, I have excused the arrears. You can stay in 
the house aslong as you live. As you say, it is the duty of the 
rich to help the poor. I shall make it my duty to support 
you so long as there is life in me. Take this money and 
make your life comfortable,” said Kabeer, handing her over 
a handful of rupees. ‘The girl disappeared from the scene, to 
his displeasure. ‘The old woman shed tears of happiness, 
raised her hands and prayed for Kabeer’s long life. 

‘You have released me from a great sorrow that had 
almost killed me before your arrival. If you do one more 
service to me you shall send me to my grave carefree. The 
service I need is to give a home to this girl,” said the woman 
and turned to present her to Kabeer, but to her suprise she 
had already vanished. 

‘Have patience and confidence. I shall do all that lies 
in my power,” said Kabeer. 

The promise was given in a sacred hour and no human 
power could change it. Kabeer left the place, but the picture 
of the girl was before his eyes long after the incident. 

He came to his office quite exhausted and sat alone in the 
visitors’ room. Imagination which is the bliss of solitude soon 
came to his rescue. ‘‘How many more wives am I destined to 
have? Living together both for man and woman is a matter of 
fate. No one can change it as it has a miraculous way of 
uniting them however one tries to put obstacles in its way. A 
woman will not be my protegee unless her name is written on 
the grains she will eat. Three is an inauspicious number. 
From the time I married that rebel, Maghbool, every- 
thing I do has gone wrong and I have suffered nothing but 
loss. Why should the loss take place unless there is a super- 
natural hand which shapes things and warns us to be cautious? 
Old sayings have their own significance. We living in the 
modern world laugh at them and bear the harmful conse- 
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quences of our audacity. I have been sustaining these losse 
for quite a long time to no purpose. How long can I wait 
before things are set right? The number must either be 
increased or decreased. Decreased! How?” thought 
Kabeer. 

He shook his head, got up from the chair with a little 
effort, went to the table and began fidgetting with the articles 
on it as if they might inspire him. He turned from the table 
and putting his hand on his bald head scratched it. Coming 
to his senses he sat down again on an easy chair and stared 
at the carving on the ceiling and resumed his reverie. 

“T cannot divorce her. What will happen to her child ? 
She is sweet, is she not? I can’t discard her without proper 
reason. Once she is free she will either live an ignominious 
life or get herself remarried. In either case it will mean death 
for me. So long as I live she will not live with anybody else 
except myself. To increase the number is the only solution. 
Four is an auspicious number, otherwise Mohammed (peace 
be on him) would not have fixed it. Who knows what is 
reserved for me? I have volunteered to help a helpless 
woman. God says if one supports a destitute person he will 
be blessed a hundred times. Fortune is a wheel which in its 
rotation lifts some and puts down others. It has been indiffer- 
ent to that poor girl. If it takes a fancy to smile on her who 
will be benefited by if not we? This marriage definitely is 
not for my own sake but is meant to help an unfortunate 
creature. Anything done disinterestedly has its own super- 
natural reward. Well, this is a resolution not an intention.” 
Thus his daydream came to a conclusion. 

He felt restless and walked up and down the room. It is 
easy to make a resolution but carrying it out may present 
myriads of difficulties. The obstacle in his way was Akram’s 
question and Zuhra’s longing to have his marriage performed 
before her death. 

She had sent proposals to almost all the rich houses both 
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in and outside the country but all were rejected because 
Akram was not employed. When the refusals were brought 
she had a ready reply. She said that in a house where so 
many members are fed one extra girl will not starve. The 
world has become reasonable and the sufferings of women 
have opened the eyes of parents. | 

After reflecting over the matter Kabeer said to himself 
that there is time for everything. When the time for the 
blossoming of the flowers of Akram’s Sehra comes no one will 
prevent his marriage. His youth and bachelorhood are the 
strongest temptation to people to refuse him. He should not 
forgo the God-sent chance in view of this lame excuse. He 
had given his promise to the old woman so there was no 
question of hesitation. He began to smoke and as the smoke 
soared high an idea struck him. When a good deed is aimed 
at even foul means in its fulfilment are permissible. 

There was a knock on the door and Mustafa entered. 
Kabeer was surprised. lt was a long time since Mustafa had 
visited him after his resignation. His faith in fate was 
strengthened. Why should this man come particularly when he 
was in the throes of deciding the question? There was the 
supreme hand in the matter. - His hesitation was due to his 
lack of confidence in the Almighty. 

Kabeer at once confided in his visitor who not only 
approved of the idea but promised him to carry out his desire. 
This excited Kabeer immensely. Romance in early life 
involves unimaginable sacrifices and it is not powerless in ripe 
age too. After all, what is progress if not change, discard and 
adjust ? 

. “There is some truth in what is said that there is a 
connection between hearts. You were inspired to come to me 
at this junction and solve the problem,” said Kabeer. 

“If regards are sincere the parties get telepathic in- 
formation of each other’s anxiety,” said Mustafa. ‘It is my 
duty to keep your promise and no effort will be spared in that 
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direction. Are there any difficulties in your way?” said 
Mustafa again. 

‘No, no, none at all,” said Kabeer, ‘“ There is nobody to 
object to it as everyone is absorbed in her.own affairs. If I take 
interest inthe home activities there are nothing but quarrels, 
jealousy, crying, sarcastic talk and woebegone eyes. One can’t 
bear the sight of the other if I only utter one word to one of 
them. It gets on my nerves when I see the innocent children 
whipped in revenge. The house is a hell for me. I don’t 
know what is a happy home where one forgets his worries and 
gets relaxation from the ills of the cruel world. I can call none 
sincere to me and no one whom I take for a real sympathiser. 
When I begin to have confidence in one to my surprise I find 
that she falls short of my expectations. I have made up my 
mind not to bring the girl to this wretched house and con- 
taminate her in the company of those murderers. ‘The house 
where she is now though small seems to have the world of 
peace and happiness. There I am certain of getting my 
wounds healed. If she brings luck who will be benefitted if not 
they ?” 

“Certainly, certainly, they are the gainers,” said Mustafa. 
“Tam told the girl possesses several signs of luck on her 
body. They will surely bring fortune to her husband, for 
God does not create those marks for nothing at all,” said he 
again. 

‘My way is clear. Go ahead,” said Kabeer. 

He got up from the chair, opened the safe and gave 
Mustafa a bundle of notes. ‘ Buy all that is necessary for her 
and for the Nikha. One thing you have to be very particular 
about is secrecy. Let it be between you and me. Let the 
Kazi be there, and as for the two witnesses you can be one and 
the other you have to choose according to your discretion."’ 

“Have confidence as to that. In these cases one’s own 
breath can’t be trusted. When do you want it to be fixed?” 
said Mustafa. 
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“This very night. Let it be any time after ten. You 
need not come here. I shall be there exactly at half past 
ten.” 

“Right you are. I shall not fail in my duty,” said 
Mustafa and departed. 

Kabeer was thrilled with the success of the day’s work. 
He remembered the saying that each successive day should 
be better than the last, and the work started in the morning 
should be completed before it passes. 

Akram’s presence in the office was not very pleasing as 
it meant a check on Kabeer’s movements. He was a shrewd 
young man, and when he saw Mustafa enter his father’s room 
he thought that there was something in the air. ‘“ Old pop is 
still going strong and his schemes are ever green,” he said to 
himself. He did not like to question Kabeer but consoled 
himself saying that Kabeer was arranging for his marriage. 

Kabeer after seeing Mustafa off went to Akram’s room 
and to his disappointment found him reading a novel. 

“Reading novels the whole day is not good. When you 
feel tired of the office work you can read them. Alexander, 
the manager, is a very old man. Your presence there will be 
a great help to him,” said Kabeer. Then the two of them had 
their lunch. It was a very quiet business. 

After lunch they went back to their respective rooms. 
Kabeer had a good rest after the heavy meal. He awoke just 
in time for the evening prayer, said his Namaz and prayed to 
God to take away the curse and the righteous wrath from him 
and grant him peace of mind and a happy home. ‘The prayer 
being sincere floated straight away into heaven. ‘The Merci- 
ful blessed it immediately. 
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CHAPTER XIX 


The typist appointed by Kabeer’s father continued his 
work very faithfully till one day he fell seriously ill and was 
advised by a doctor to take a complete rest for some months. 
Kabeer considerately granted him leave on full pay for the 
period of his retirement in view of his long and meritorious 
services. Here was an opportunity for Alexander to act im- 
mediately, and with the consent of Kabeer he appointed Rose, 
his niece, in the place. She was engaged to a ticket collector 
and was to be married after six months. She wanted to work 
not only for the time being but also after her marriage. 

Rose was working in the officetwo months before Akram’s 
transfer from the Zenana to the Mardana. One day when he 
was sitting near Alexander’s table Rose entered the room with 
a bundle of typed papers. Akram felt a chill all over 
his body and and beads of anguish on his forehead. He bent 
down his head and began playing with an ink bottle 
which slipped from his hand and dropped to the floor. 
Rose bent to see if her dress and shoes were stained with the 
red ink. Finding no damage she went back to her room. 

After this incident Akram did not sit at Alexander’s table 
and just visited him when Rose had finished her work with 
him. He used to avoid even passing her room. If by chance 
he met her while crossing from one room to another he used 
to lower his eyes and disappear. 

“You are more shy than a girl. Look at her, how erect 
she is and how boldly she walks, talks and acts,” said 
Alexander to Akram one day. He was a man of broad 
experience and knew how to train adolescents. He often 
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brought simple story books for Akram and read them to 
him. 

‘T have nothing to do with her. Why should I talk to 
her? We are not supposed to look at women.” 

‘‘She is your servant. You have to command her and 
get the work done,” said Alexander. 

Akram had no answer so he left the room. Rose also 
would go to her uncle’s room for preference when Akram was 
not there. 

‘Why don’t you try to be polite to Master Akram? He 
is shy and reserved. You should not be formal and expect 
a greeting from him first. You girls don’t know how to get on 
in the world and are vainly proud of yourselves,” said 
Alexander to Rose. 

‘As soon as he sees me he turns his face and is off.” 

‘There is no harm in saying a word, good morning. He 
is our future boss. If he begins to like you he will influence 
his father to make you permanent here.” 

“Yes, yes, say good morning and if he does not answer 
be snubbed. He does not even look at me.” 

“His father also does the same, doesn’t he? They 
can’t help it as they are brought up in that way. If he does 
not answer your greeting once or twice he is bound to do it 
the third time. What do you lose even if he does not do it ?”’ 

“©. K., it shall be done,” said Rose. 

She made up her mind to give it a trial and bagan to 
wish him good morning and evening. Sometimes she asked 
him questions about the correspondence, though she knew 
more than he. Akram took almost a week to return her 
greetings, and said nothing more than that. Once she asked 
him something ‘in English, and he answered in Urdu. She 
had discovered the cause of his shyness. ‘She began prattling 
with him in her broken Urdu which made Akram laugh loudly. 
His natural feeling of inferiority began to decrease. He some- 
times spoke to her in English. Her pleasing manner, sweet 
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smiles and mild jokes made him quite familiar with her. His 
growing instinct of love and romance needed an outlet. 

He began to spend most of his time with Alexander and 
visited Rose’s room often. The transfer of monetary respon- 
sibility to ‘him by Kabeer had no value to him all those 
months, but now he felt it a blessing. Once or twice Alexander 
and Rose invited him to have tea with them. This made him 
buy things from hotels and share them with them. He began 
to save some money for his private expenses from the daily 
accounts. Kabeer’s trust in his economy was implicit so he 
neither checked the accounts nor asked him how much money 
was sent to the bank daily. Akram was under his eye day 
and night. His personal experiences and the thrifty life he led 
under his mother’s control could never allow him to suspect 
Akram. On the other hand he thought that if he was not 
allowed to handle money at that age his desire for it would 
result in squandering it after him. The sense of responsibility 
is a hard teacher so he never thought of the possibility of the 
other side of the question. 

‘‘T have placed orders for two suits,” said Akram. 

“You ought to have taken Granny’s permission for the 
change of your libas. She never allowed me to do it.” 

“T knew it was impossible. I can never wear a thing 
I like,” said Akram. 

“Tt is all right, but try to convince her,” said Kabeer, 
without asking how much money he meant to spend on them. 

“Tl shall wear one and goto her. She will grumble for 
some time.” 

“Your marriage question is decided and it is to come off 
soon. We have to be very careful with money. As you have 
control of the money you will know how much it will come to. 
A marriage means one lakh,” said Kabeer as a precaution 
against extravagance. 

Akram’s policy was not to argue but never to forgo his 
needs and desires. He wore one of the suits one evening and 
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went to the Zenana. He entered it from the back door. The 
very sight of him made the ladies run into their rooms and bolt 
the doors from inside. He heard one collective scream, 
“Soldier agaya!” 

“Who is that shameless swine? Is he drunk or mad? 
Fathima, what are you doing there? Have you no eyes to 
allow drunkards into the house?” shouted Zuhra from behind 
the door after recovering from the shock. The cook was 
laughing. Akram stood for some time and then went to 
Nazni’s room and knocked on the door. ; 

‘Bibi, it is I. Open the door.” When the door was 
opened, “‘ How do I look? I don’t wear those shabby clothes 
any more,” said he. 

‘‘T don’t know how you look. Have you seen Ammajan ?” 

“T dare not go andseeher. Didn’t you hear her shouting 
and calling me names?” 

‘She did not know that you had come. Come, [ shall 
take you to her or else she will be angry with me. She must 
see you first and you must ask her for her opinion. Ammajan, 
it is Akram who came in. Here he is.” 

“Hai, hai! Who is this kafir? Goad heavens, just 
before his wedding he changes his religion! How can I show 
my face to those people? Look at his face. It has no ex- 
pression of a Momin. O God, that I had to live to see this 
day!” ejaculated Zuhra. 

“T look like a gentleman now,” said Akram, dusting his 
pants with a kerchief, a trick which he had learnt from 
Alexander. 

“Who gave you that? How dare you take your father for 
a loafer? Your dress looks as if a bamboo is wrapped with a 
kambal. Our costume is picturesque and artistic and unites 
all Muslims. On the day of judgement you will get up with 
kafirs and long to see the face of Momin, but it will not be 
shown to you. One can’t think or feel like a Muslim in the 
garb of a Chatta,” said Zuhra. 
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“Our teacher said that one’s dress does not change one’s 
religion. When I was at school almost all the Muslim students 
wore suits, You can’t understand how one feels in the 
company of friends with that funny dress,’ said Akram 
addressing Nazni. 

“Let your teacher goto hell! What does he know 
about our religion? I hate to see your face for one minute 
more. Goand change. Give that dress to some beggar,” 
said Zuhra sternly, and turned her face from him as if it was 
a sin to took at him. 

Akram was too proud to sit there and try to bring her 
round or go and change his suit to please her. He went to 
Maghbool’s room. 

“How pretty ! How lovely! How did you wangle to get 
such a sweet suit ? It fits you wonderfully. Where did you get 
it made?” said Maghbool. 

“Ts it really nice ? What do I know about the cloths and 
the tailors? Everything was done by Rose. I went with her 
merely to give my measurements.” 

‘‘No wonder it is so exquisite. Honestly it is flawless. 
She has good taste.” 

“Did you hear what Granny said ? 

“Young men should not go by old people’s opinions. 
Their tastes and ours differ. Take it from me that you look 
decent, smart, handsome and respectable. Didn’t Ammajan say 
that when a man exposes his ankle the fire in hell starts burn- 
ing for him ?” 

‘What will happen to the English girls then ?” 

“ Don’t talk of them, they are hellish. Heaven is reserv- 
ed for Momins.” 

“You don’t mean what you say ?” 

‘Don’t go by my opinion. Iam a destined Douzakhi. 
Try to be on the good side of Ammajan as your wedding 
is fast approaching. She will make him  disinherit 


you. 
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“Tam not going to marry the girl she has chosen. Let 
her marry her herself.” 

“Then whom will you marry? You can never chose a 
Muslim girl.” _ 

“Why not? I shall marry one whom I like and can 
choose.”’ 

“Even the walls have ears. Don’t say all that, or both 
of us will get into trouble.” 

“You just wait and see what I do.” 

‘Don’t do anything that will mar your prosperity. ~ Your 
very words make me shudder. Ask Rose to see me. I want 
to consult her about baby’s dresses.” 

‘“T shall bring her, but you have to see that Granny does 
not insult her.” 

‘Even if she gets angry with her she will not understand 
Urdu.” 

“She understands it very well. When Granny begins 
scolding Rose we shall say that she was angry with the 
servant.” 

“Let Rose come alone. If you accompany her Ammajan 
will be upset.” 

‘‘ Then I shall come after some time,” said Akram. 

Alexander and Rose admired Akram’s suit. Kabeer did 
not know his own mind. He did not even guess why the 
change had taken place, what was his motive, what new 
habits he had learnt, and whether the new ways were costing 
him money. He often saw Akram talking with Rose but 
little thought that it was anything more than business talk. He 
himself at that age was his mother’s child and his time was 
spent at her side. 

“ You are looking very smart to-day. Our dress makes 
a man look older than his age, being loose and baggy,” said 
Kabeer in the way of forced appreciation. ‘ You must be 
wanting to take your friends to the pictures. I don’t like to 
send you to the late show alone. I shall ask Raju to take 
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care of you. When you return don’t disturb me. Once I 
wake up I don’t get sleep again till morning,” said Kabeer. 
It was the night of the Nikha and this solved the problem 
neatly. He did not like to dress himself grandly in Akram’s 
presence. It was a private affair, but the first impression on 
his new bride could not be overlooked. 

Akram was thrilled and needed no second order. The 
dinner was served and both had a little just for the name sake, 
being excited in different ways. Akram was thinking of the 
unexpected leniency of his father towards him. Was the old 
man planning something on the sly? So long as he got 
permission to go out what did he care for other things ? 

Soon after dinner Kabeer went to Raju. 

‘Take Baba to the pictures and bring him home safely. 
To-morrow you will have to tell me all about your taking him 
and bringing him back,” said Kabeer and asked Akram to go 
soon so as not to lose a good seat. 

Akram taking leave of his father went to Raju, took him 
out of the gate and to the west end of the street. 

“Do you see who is the master of the property now? 
Father has nothing to do with it. I have all powers and can 
keep or sack the servants,” said Akram to Raju. 

“Yes, Sircar. I see it daily with my own eyes. I am 
ready to do anything for you. If you only show me with the 
small toe of your foot I shall do it with my head.” 

“‘T want not only that but more than that.” 

“Anything in the world, even if it is as impossible as 
getting the milk of a tiger in the middle of the night, it shall 
be produced immediately.” 

“You talk as if you are the bravest man in the world, 
but I want another type of man who can command two hearts 
and two words at the same time. Do you understand what 
I mean?” , 

“That is nothing. Even an old imbecile woman can do 
it. I shall surpersede the rest in our country in that line.” 
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“Well, guess what I am going to tell you.” 

‘Perhaps you want to take that missy with you and 
want me not to say it to master,” said Raju after some time. 

“Which missy, you rascal ?”’ 

“The one who works in the office. Don’t I know that 
much ?” 

Akram was puzzled. After a minute he thought that the 
man was the right person in the right place. Yet caution in 
every stage of life is indispensable. He did not like to 
disclose the secret to him till it was absolutely necessary.~ 

‘“Who gave you to understand that rubbish? Have you 
seen my father going out with women? Our Mussalmans will 
murder me. What woman will come with me at this time of 
night ?” 

“Yes, Sircar. I was just joking,” said Raju meekly. 

“Joking, you namaghool? Joking with your lord and 
master? Listen, Iam going alone. You sit down here on 
this very spot till my return. Then both of us will go together 
intothe house. If father asks you to-morrow what will you say ?” 

“T will say that I took you to the pictures, brought you 
safely back, and after attending to your needs I went to bed.” 

‘“‘That’s very good. Take this bakshish. The greater 
the service the greater will be the reward,” said Akram, 
giving him a five rupee note. 

As soon as Akram’s back was turned Raju went straight 
to an alehouse and had a drink. Just as he entered he saw 
Kabeer walk quickly across the street. It was dark yet by the 
light of the street lamp he could see that Kabeer was wearing 
a grand sherwani and the shamla of his turban was tossing 
in the air with the force of his fast walk. Raju thanked God for 
his narrow escape. If he had been two minutes later he would 
have met Kabeer face to face. 

The stimulant and the inactivity made Raju think on the 
surprising behaviour of both the son and the father. He was 
only a tool in the hands of both. One gave him his bread, but 
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the other great hopes, and tips into the bargain. He had not 
got five rupees present from Kabeer all the years of his service. 
With whom to side? The old or the young? “The young, of 
course,” came a voice from his heart. He followed Kabeer, 
keeping at a distance. When he halted at a house Raju hid 
himself in a corner formed by two houses and covered himself 
with the jet-black blanket he had carried to keep himself warm 
while waiting at the picture house. Kabeer knocked at a 
door which brought Mustafa to the threshold. Both of them 
disappeared. Raju’s curiosity dragged him to the side of the 
little house. He discovered a ventilator with a dim light. As 
he could not reach it he brought a stone and standing on 
it peeped through. He saw clearly Kabeer, Mustafa and 
another man having dinner, a compulsory meal after Nikha. 
He understood neither head nor tail of the incident so he 
hastened back to his post. 

Akram after leaving his faithful servant went straight to 
Rose’s house. It was his first visit to her. He heard a man 
speaking and then her shrill laughter, so he hesitated to go inside 
the small gate. A dog began to bark. He left the gate and 
stood in the middle of the road. Rose herself came to see 
what was the matter but could not see him clearly. The dog 
was still barking so her fiance, George, came out. 

‘‘There is someone standing there,” said George. 

“Let us go and see.” Rose walked to the gate and 
George followed. 

“Hello, what has brought you here at this time of the 
night? You ought to be in bed under guard.” 

“I was permitted to go to the pictures but I did not like 
to go alone,” said Akram looking round the drawing room. 
The house was simple but very well kept. He was amazed at 
the striking surroundings and coupled with that the presence 
of a young man made him dumb. He had rehearsed a few 
sentences on his way but he found his power of expression 
was killed. 
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“May I introduce you? My future husband George 
Macarthy. This is Master Akram, our master’s son,” said 
Rose. 

George extended his hand. Akram came back to his 
senses, and shook hands with him. 

‘Won't you take a seat?” said George. 

George knew the visitor was nervous and he had to 
make him feel at home as he was his wife’s future boss. He 
went into a side room. 

“ What do you really want me to do for you? You were 
brave in coming here, but you look so depressed. What has 
happened ?” 

‘“‘T want to take you to the pictures.” 

“You mean us. Mother had invited George for dinner 
and we were having it when the dog began to bark. I can’t 
leave him alone.” 

“Darling, Iam not coming to the pictures. I am dead 
tired of them,” said George from the room. 

“ Then do hurry, it is getting late,” said Akram to whom 
George’s decision came as a great blessing. 

‘“ Which picture are you going to?” asked Rose. 

‘“‘T have not yet decided.” - 

‘‘ Do you really want to go to the pictures? Let all of us 
sit together for some time and then you can go back 
home.” 

“No, I have to tell father to-morrow about it,” said 
Akram. 

“Go to the Metropole. It is Gone with the Wind,” 
said George coming back into the drawing room. 

“TI shall send my mother to have a talk with you. Mean- 
while we shall finish our dinner,” said Rose, and they went 
hand in hand. 

Akram somehow disliked the sight. 

“Tam very glad to see you, Master Akram. You are 
always welcome to our humble abode. Whenever you are 
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free do come to us. There is no one here except Rose and 
myself,” said Mary, Rose’s mother. 

‘Thank you very much. I shall try to come whenever I 
get permission,” said Akram. 

‘You being a man must be allowed to do what you like. 
We don’t restrict even our girls.” 

“We are not allowed to do anything ourselves during 
the lifetime of our elders. I have to get permission from my 
grandmother, my father and my mother. If all of them agree 
I have to do it and if one of them disagrees I have to keep 
quiet.” 

“That’s very bad, is it not? In our days girls were 
controlled in that way but not boys.” 

‘Our girls never step out of the house. There are some 
who have lived and died in one house all their lives.” 

“How horrible! We should die in no time if we were 
confined like that. Rose praises you very much. She is my 
youngest and dearest. I believe her appointment is a tempo- 
rary one. She wants to work even after her marriage as her 
husband gets only 80 rupees.” 

‘“T shall ask father to make her permanent.” 

“Did you enjoy mother’s company?” asked Rose who 
had just reentered with George. 

“‘Oh yes, I liked it immensely, and I don’t want to miss 
that pleasure in the future.” 

“George, change your mind and come with us. I will 
have to come home alone,” said Rose. 

‘“‘T won’t send you alone. I shall drop you here and then 
go home,” interrupted Akram. 

Mary repeated her invitation to Akram to come again to 
her house. George went home. Akram and Rose went to 
the pictures in a taxi. They took box seats, a luxury which 
Akram had the fortune of enjoying for the first time. They 
were surrounded by officers who started the pictures with 
drinks. -Akram wanted to imitate them and ordered two 
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glasses of wine. For every one glass Rose drank he drank 
two or three, and before the interval he was thoroughly 
intoxicated. 

‘How heavenly! I wish it could continue for ever and 
ever,” said Akram. 

‘What is heavenly? I think you are drunk,” said Rose. 

“The beautiful scenes are godly. I feel warm but not 
drunk.” 

‘Behave yourself. What will people say? They will 
carry tales to your father and George.” 

“Hang that George. You talk of him the whole time, as 
if he was your god. Who cares for my father? I am not a 
girl to be ordered about.” 

‘Have a cigarette,” said Rose to divert his mind. She 
was sober. 

Akram ordered another glass, but Rose gave a sign to the 
bearer not to bring it. He was behaving badly and had 
control neither of limbs nor brain. She felt it would be better 
to leave the place before the picture was over. She took all his 
belongings, engaged a taxi and went first to Akram’s house. 
When the taxi entered the road Raju who was dozing on 
a stone jumped up at the noise, stopped the car and got into 
it. He took Akram to his room, changed his clothes and put 
him to bed. He went to see if Kabeer had returned and not 
finding him there he slept in Akram’s room. 

“What happened in my absence?” asked Akram when 
he awoke in the morning. 

‘What happened to you, Sircar?” said Raju. 

‘““You ask me a question instead of answering mine, you 
rascal,” said Akram. 

“I did everything so skilfully that he knows nothing 
about it.” 

“Well done, my boy, you deserve more bakshish. Bring 
my coat-here,”’ said Akram and searched for his purse. ° 

“You scoundrel! You robbed me of my two hundred: chips 
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and yet you are waiting for more. I shall hand you over to 
the police if you don’t give it to me at once!” 

“Sircar, blame me for anything but theft. I have been 
working here for the last six years. If you take drastic steps 
against me I will have to tell the truth,” said Raju. 

This poured cold water on Akram’s nerves. He had no 
alternative. Both father and the son overslept. 

“ Did you lose anything?” asked Rose when Akram 
went to the office. 

‘“ Lost all my money. I remember having left my purse 
in my cap. Now I find it nowhere.” 

‘ Here it is,” said Rose, taking it out of her bag. “See 
if the money is all right.” 

“It is O. K. since it was with you.” 

‘There are one hundred and ten rupees. How much did 
you take with you ?” 

“Two hundred.” 

‘So you wasted ninety in one night!” 

“Never mind. What is left is ours. It was well spent 
in view of the glorious time we had,” said Akram. 

Akram called Raju to his room and gave him another five 
rupees note saying that he was an honest fellow and he had 
suspected him for nothing. 

The day passed and they had dinner. 

‘“T want to go for a short walk,” said Kabeer. “I don't 
get sleep because of the rich food and sitting at home doing 
nothing. You go to bed as usual at ten. Young men should 
not keep awake later than that time. When I was of your 
age I used to go to sleep on Granny’s bed while talking.” He 
wanted an excuse to go to the new bride’s house. 

“T shall go for a short stroll with Raju.” 

‘‘No no, my son, you should not stir out of the house at 
night. The world is not good and the influence of wicked 
people lasts lifelong. To-morrow morning before it gets hot 
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Akram knew the futility of persisting with his father, 
so he went straight to his room and to bed. 

‘Go to Akram’s room and put out the light after ten. He 
sleeps leaving the light burning. I am going for a walk. [ 
shall return soon,” said Kabeer to Raju. 

‘Master is gone out. Do you want to go to the missy ?” 
said Raju to Akram. There was no sense in hiding his 
association with Rose from Raju. 

‘He will return soon.” 

‘He goes to a house near the market. Last night he 
came at three.” 

Akram jumped out of his bed without a minute’s delay 
and began to dress. 

‘Suppose father comes before I return. What will you 
say?” 

“TI shall put out the light and say you are fast 
asleep.” 

“Very well. You will be a rich man in no time. Be 
careful and don’t let him peep into my room through the key 
hole.” 

“You don’t worry, Sircar. I know what to do in that 
case.” ; 

“But tell me what you will do then.” 

“T shall put your pillows on the cot and cover them with 
your blanket.” 

‘Put something separately for the head.” 

Akram went straight to a shop and bought sweets, 
chocolates and a bottle of wine. Then hiring a taxi he went 
straight to Rose. 

George had not come that night, so mother and daughter 
were listening to the news on the wireless. When they heard 
a car parking near the gate both ran to see. 

“Here I am again Granny, as you asked me to come. 
This parcel is for you,” said Akram to Mary. 

‘‘ How sweet of you to think of an old woman., God bless 
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you, my master. It is:needless to say how I shall enjoy it,” 
said Mary taking the parcel. 

“Mummy, unpack it. Let us all enjoy it,” said Rose. 
The things were served on a teapoy. 

“What a lot you have brought. They will last for ages. 
Why, I can send some to Alexander,” said Mary tasting a bit 
of each one. All of them ate and drank with the sweet music 
on the radio. Rose suggested dancing. 

“TI don’t know how to dance. I have never tried it in 
my life,” said Akram. 

“T shall teach you in no time. My mother is a good 
dancer and she taught us all.” 

Akram stood up at once. He needed no coaxing. Rose 
held him as she taught him, and both of them laughed at the 
funny steps Akram made. 

Suddenly, without a sound, George stood on the threshold. 
He was so shocked that even if he had wanted to move he 
could not. It was past eleven and he did not expect to 
see Rose. He had been detained in his office for a long time 
so he just passed Rose’s house as he usually did. Seeing the 
lights on he entered. 

‘“ George my dear, come and sit down,” said Mary, who 
knew the grave situation, and wanted to put him in a good 
humour. He entered slowly and thoughtfully, and sat down. 
Mary offered him the sweets but he refused. The music 
stopped and the dancers sat down. Rose got up from her 
seat, ran to her fiance’s chair, sat on the arm and put her arm 
round him lovingly. 

‘Darling, you are very serious to-day. Is anything the 
matter? How was your boss to-day? He is such a nasty 
man. I wouldn’t work under him even for a day. You 
should not depend upon his job. Be on the lookout for 
another.” 

“ He is all right. There is nothing wrong with him. If he 
gacks me the army isa home for the disheartened,” said George. 
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Rose felt his remark was rather cold but she did not 
understand the cause of his seriousness. Mary knew it all 
right, and was talking with Akram. 

The music began again. Rose pulled George’s arm to 
dance with her. 

‘Come, don’t be fussy. It is against your sweet nature. 
Don’t spoil it by trifling. ” 

“Tam tired and not in a mood to dance,” said George. 
Rose sat down seriously. 

“Tf you don’t mind I shall teach you dancing. You can 
learn quicker from an experienced teacher than from a begin- 
ner,” said Mary to Akram. 

“T would love to dance with you, Granny.” They swung 
away to the other end of the room. 

“You are very light on your feet. How quickly you 
have learnt the first steps. Ina week’s time you will bea 
good dancer. Come every day. I shall teach you,” said 
Mary. 

“ Don’t flatter me, Granny. I shall take months to learn 
it.” 

The dance and the talk of Mary and Akram cooled 
George’s temper. He thought after all it was as well to 
humour Akram and encourage Rose to teach him dancing. So 
much depended on his support. His income being insuffi- 
cient he needed his wife’s help to run a home. How could she 
get on with him if he tried to be nasty to her benefactor? 

Rose pulled George a second time for a dance. He 
jumped up. 

“You dance with Master Akram and I with mother,” 
said George. 

They danced, ate and drank till one o'clock. Then 
Akram looking at his watch said, “I must run like a Russian 
soldier. Otherwise I will be killed.” 

All of them including George protested to no use. 

“Tt will mean the end of my liberty,” said Akram and 
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left. George accompanied him for some distance and sug- 
gested a taxi. 

‘No, I have to enter the house like a thief. Thanks for 
your kindness.” 

They parted as good friends. 
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CHAPTER XX 


Craftiness and craziness are qualities which are found 
side by side in human character. In general one leads the 
other and both act and react. It is rather difficult te put a 
mark on the extent of their success as human nature under- 
goes modification at all stages of life. This much is certain 
that in the young these are violent, daring and blind to 
consequences, whereas in the elderly their effect is more 
moderate. 

Kabeer’s sense of the justice of his behaviour after his 
fourth marriage had reached the peak. It seemed to him as 
illuminating, as unfallacious as the morning star. He said to 
himself that he lived exclusively with his first wite for some 
years, and he did the same with the second and the third. 
If he did not do the same with the fourth he would be doing 
her an injustice. Doing justice to one’s wife is, compulsory 
as it is laid down in the holy book and was emphasised by the 
originator of Islam. It was his bounden duty to think of her 
and satisfy all her needs for some years by forgetting those 
who had already had such privileges for years and years. 

How long were those old hags desirous of monopolising 
the luxuries of life? They should be considerate and forgo 
their interest in favour of others. Have not the great religions 
of the world taught the precept, Love your neighbour as you 
would love yourself? What does it mean if not sacrifice one's 
happiness in preference to others’? If he persisted in his 
changed behaviour towards them he would be teaching them 
a lesson which would prove advantageous all their lives. 
Selfishness had made them heartless, inconsiderate and vile 
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creatures. He being the ruler of their bodies and minds it 
was his primary duty to train them to be agreeable to one 
another. They were in no way better than vultures who 
would devour their prey to the very bones. There was no 
need to inform them of the cause of his isolation from them. 
If they by chance came to know of it he would give them hell 
as revenge for all their ill-treatment of him. Kabeer’s visits 
to the Zenana had become merely nominal. He went there to 
see his mother who talked about nothing but Akram’s wedding. 
No wife could be so bold as to come and talk to him in the 
presence of his mother. Zuhra herself sometimes sent for 
Nazni to ask her about the things she needed in connection 
with the wedding preparations. Kabeer’s and Nazni’s eyes 
never met on these occasions. 

Nazni thought that he was angry with her and she 
racked her brains to think of the cause. But she found that 
the other two also were afflicted by the same epidemic. Since 
all the three creatures had the same grievance they were 
united and disclosed the secret to one another. They often 
held a three-cornered table conference in either Nazni’s or 
Maghbool’s room. They were not jealous of each other, on 
the other hand the common ailment had made them friends 
against the formidable enemy. It was a disease that could not 
be cured so it had to be endured. 

Akram kept his promise to bring Rose to Maghbool 
without caring for her advice not to accompany her. Rose’s 
first visit created a great sensation in the family, and it became 
a topic of daily talk among the chief members excluding 
Maghbool. To make Rose’s visits interesting she prepared 
tea for her out of her own money and had it with her and 
Akram. When Zuhra came to know of it she had the plates 
used for the purpose kept outside the kitchen and ashes 
thrown over them. When the next tea was to be taken 
things were brought from the kitchen and arranged for them 
in the quadrangle, 
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Maghbool thus created a fresh cause for Zuhra’s anger. 
Nazni increased it by delivering additional information about 
the growing romance between Akram and Rose. Her motherly 
intuition made her exaggerate minor details about their talk 
and laughter in Maghbool’s room. 

“This will end in his ruination. We must hurry up with 
his marriage. Once he is married all these fancies will 
automatically be dropped. We shall send word to the bride’s 
people to perform the marriage at once and postpone the 
preparations which can be finished and given afterwards,” 
said Zuhra. 

Nazni agreed. A messenger was sent with the news but 
the other party flatly refused. Then it was decided that a 
betrothal ceremony should take place immediately to prevent 
Akram from going astray. This alternative did not vex the 
bride’s people. A day was fixed. It had to be performed on 
two consecutive days, one in the bride’s house and the other in 
the bridegroom’s. 

Kabeer’s nocturnal activities in the way of doing justice to 
his fourth wife continued and facilitated Akram’s visits to Rose. 
The minute the father left the house the son was off. Both 
were very careful to keep their secrets and return home 
stealthily. It varied: one day Akram came earlier than 
Kabeer, and another day later. Thus neither was detected. 

Akram had made it a point not to go empty-handed 
to Rose’s house. ‘The fuss made over the things he took there 
and the regard shown to him by both daughter and mother 
tickled his vanity. He bought sweets and drinks, presents 
for Rose and Mary on alternate days. 

The lavishness of his gifts to a family where needs were 
always keenly felt produced the desired effect. Their attention 
was turned from George to Akram. The former being regard- 
ed as one of the family members needed no special attention. 
On the other hand it was his duty also to humour the whims 
and fancies of the generous benefactor. In eating, talking 
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and dancing he was passed over for the newcomer. Even if 
Akram advanced the most absurd argument he was supported 
at the cost of George. 

There is a limit to patience. When that is passed no- 
thing can be tolerated. One’s sense of one’s own dignity 
varies according to one’s valuations, but it is a thing of some 
importance to oneself. George’s dignity was wounded at every 
snub he got and the obvious indifference shown to him. He 
felt ever more out of place. His objections to their behaviour 
were condemned and he was called vain and selfish. Gradu- 
ally he reduced his visits to Rose’s house. He found that his 
absence was not felt. He thought that it was better not to be 
an unwelcome guest. 

“Rose, you are not the same person whom I used to 
adore,” said George one morning when she was alone. 

‘You are changed more than myself. You area cad. 
You encouraged me to get on his good side and you did it 
yourself. You used to enjoy his parties and you accepted his 
presents. Now all of a sudden without any ground you have 
begun to suspect me. You openly insult us in his presence,” 
said Rose. 

“Yes, it was a mistake. I realise it now. I can’t goon 
like this. Tell me frankly what you want me todo. Do you 
still love me? Am I not fallen in your estimation? You care 
more for him because he is wealthy.” 

“Tf I care for him it isto help you. Do as you like. 
Since you impute false notions to me you can’t expect me to 
respect you.” 

“So shall we separate as good friends ?” 

“Tt is left to you,” said Rose and began crying. Her last 
sentence was enough to drive him out of the place and he dis- 
appeared. 

“Where is George? What is the matter? Why are 
you crying ?” asked Mary. 

“He is gone for good,” sobbed Rose. 
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‘If he has no confidence in your love it is useless to have 
any trust in him. If he behaves ill when he still has to flatter 
you one can imagine how he will treat you when he is marri- 
ed. Let him go and hang himself. We can’t forgo our 
needs for his fancies.” 

‘He says I don’t love him as I used to.” 

‘Yes, love that beggar and worship his person. Look 
at the difference between him and Akram. One spends money 
for your comfort like water and yet without any selfish motive. 
He is just an unselfish friend. Whereas the other thinks only 
of himself and nobody else. Whom will you trust?” 

“T don’t feel I can be happy without him. Shall I go to 
call him ?” 

“It is just like chasing a wild goose. Let him come 
himself or else he will make a hell for you. He must 
have that much sense, that Akram’s visits are harmless and 
beneficial. If he is such a fool as not to understand it he must 
suffer for his lunacy.” ; 

After the failure of George’s attempt to effect a reconcilia- 
tion with Rose he grew to dislike her and stopped going to 
her. This did not mean the death of his love for her. He 
had taken years to reach the stage of blind love. The loss of 
love in a strong lover is often followed by a spirit of revenge 
towards both the object that created it and the other that 
caused it to be jilted. No punishment for them was considered 
too cruel and no effort in the execution of his purpose was 
felt too difficult. 

In his anxiety and disappointment he began to live a 
wild life. The money he had gathered with so much pains 
for his marriage he now spent recklessly. He gave up the 
friendship of his equals where he could not show his face. 
He felt relief in the company of human beings who talked 
and laughed but never thought. Such people have their own 
world: they have formed a sort of cosmopolitan nation. 
There were among them youths of all communities—Hindus, 
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Christians and bigotted Muslims. - One can easily judge the 
economic condition of such a nation. It was poverty-stricken ; 
by foul means it made some money to carry on its con- 
gregations and spent it allthe very day it was gained. 
George’s membership of this gang was a boon that could not 
be easily thrown off. He was taken for a hero and was revered 
by all. He spent money on them ungrudgingly. He gave 
them free entrance in the picture house where he was work- 
ing. Thus he won over the hearts of the youths who would 
do anything for him at any cost. 

“You praise the chastity and the strong religious sense 
of Muslims without knowing that all of them are not real 
Muslims. There are many young men in this very country 
that have joined other communities,” said George one day in 
the congregation. 

“ You talk through your hat without knowing the facts. 
People of other religions in hundreds are brought into our fold 
but never has a Muslim changed his religion even in adverse 
circumstances,” said one of the Muslim youths. The rest were 
anxiously waiting for the argument to develop. 

‘T shall give you hundreds of instances to prove it,” said 
George. 

“ Give us one, we shall be satished. Hundreds of 
instances we neither want nor ts it possible for you to get 
them,” said all jealously. 

“Do you know Kabeer Sahib ?” 

“Ts it the Nawab Sahib you speak of ?” 

‘Where does he live ?”” asked George inditferently. 

‘““ He lives in a big mansion in the Chandni Chouk.” 

“Ts he a Nawab ?” enquired George. 

“They call him so. His father was called Nawab. He 
is a very good man and isa friend of the poor. Lately he 
married a poor girl just to support her. Otherwise he has 
three wives,” said one of the Muslim youths who made no 
difference between relevant and irrelevant information. 
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“ Do you know his son ?” 
‘“T knew him when he was young but now he does not 
come near us.” 

“ Because he has changed his religion and wears English 
suits he does not like your society.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“ T know him personally. 1 used to go with him wher- 
ever he went. He eats, drinks and lives in an English- 
woman’s house. He wastes all his father’s wealth on_ her. 
Your community will be decreasing and ours will be increasing 
day by day.” 

“Ts he keeping a Kafirni? Is he wasting a Muslim’s 
money on her ?”’ shouted the bigots. 

“He is doing an unpardonable sin! If we let such a 
thing go on our nation will become extinct, and we being the 
pillars of it will be held responsible by both God and man,” 
said one of the enthusiasts. 

“Yes, yes, it is our first duty to save our brethren from a 
crime,” said all. 

‘“T am single and have no responsibility. I shall murder 
the woman and go to the gallows as one of the heroes of Islam. 
Where does she live?” said a daring young man. 

“It is not only your duty but it is the duty of all of us. 
Unless we nip such sins in the bud we will be neglecting the 
interest and progress of our nation.” ’ 

“Tt is no use to say what we have to do. We must do it 
immediately. Success will give us all eternal fame. How 
grand will it not be when my dead body will be followed 
by thousands applauding me? Tell me where she lives and 
then I shall show what I can do.” 

George drew on a piece of paper a plan of Kabeer’s house 
and the roads that led to Rose’s house. He gave it to the 
enthusiast and explained it. 

‘Don’t murder anybody, but bring the man to his senses 
by explaining the futility of his life and the waste of money on 
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a useless purpose. Warn him to leave her at once lest he 
should be punished for it. Why should you give your life for 
the sake of a thing which can be done by gentle means?” 
said George who in spite of his distress could not bear 
the idea of harming Rose. 

“Murdering a person is strictly prohibited in our religion. 
We should never take that step. It is a sin,” said all. 

“J shall be called a shaheed. That honour is rarely 
achieved by us.” 

‘‘A shaheed is one who gives his life in the battlefield in 
saving his country.” 

“You try to do things gently. If that method fails you 
can take the drastic step. If you live longer in the world you 
can help more people. Your life is valuable and it shouldn’t 
be wasted for one person,” said George. 

“Then tell us what to do. We shall obey you implicitly,” 
said they. 

‘Don’t take any weapons.” 

“Not even our staffs and clubs ?”” 

‘None: go as you are now. Wait at the east end of the 
road that leads to that Englishwoman’s house. When he 
enters the road stop him and explain to him gently the harm 
he is doing and ask him to go back to his house. Do this for 
a few days, then he will give up the idea of her friendship,” 
said George. 

‘ At what time does he go there ?” 

‘‘ Between ten and eleven at night,” said George. 

“Then his motive is wicked. If he were innocent he 
would have gone there in the daytime,” said one of them. 


“ Our waiting for him in the night is to our advantage. 
We will not be discovered if something goes wrong,” said the 
hero.. 

‘It is our duty todo our bit for the nation. We will 
spare no effort in fulfilling it. We shall let you know the 
result only after we succeed. ‘Till that time have confidence 
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in us. We are under an obligation to you and this will make 
us grateful to you for life because disinterestedly you have 
thought of the name, fame and prosperity of our community,” 
said all. 

“Because your community was the ruling nation when 
the English came............ 

“Even to-day we are a ruling nation,” said all, and 
departed. 

George was thoughtful in his loneliness. He looked back 
at the events and was satisfied. He had taken a promise from 
them not to do anything harmful. His plan and instruction 
would in no way interfere with Rose's interests. They being 
Muslims would do no harm to Akram. So the matter would 
be handled smoothly and his purpose be achieved. 

What was taking place in Akram’s house and in which 
direction was the feminine world working ? The night before 
Akram’s betrothal ceremony was the occasion of great rejoicing. 
Kabeer’s part that night was not very great. He went to 
Akram’s bride’s house for an hour and then resumed his 
routine duty. The ladies had to play an important part among 
the members of their sex. They returned home at three in 
the morning. ? 

Akram’s presence was not needed that day. He was at 
liberty to go to Rose. He came to know there that George 
had a quarrel with Rose and had stopped coming. He now 
went with the scamps of the town and was wasting all his 
money on them. 

‘God saved my poor child from him. Even after his 
marriage he would have led the same life. A man of that 
taste can never make a good husband,” said Mary to Akram. 

“He is behaving like a wild creature. I shall help 
you financially and Rose will get her pay. Don’t worry, 
Granny,” said Akram. 

‘She lost a husband and she will have to live a spinster 
all her life,” said Mary. 
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“T am not free as my parents, especially my grand- 
mother, will disinherit me if I do anything against her. If 
Rose waits for some time when.!I shall be able to help her. 
I shall not fail,” said Akram. 

The next day was Akram’s ceremony. Hundreds of 
relations gathered from the morning. Akram was asked not 
to leave home. He expressed his dislike of these foolish 
customs. When he was forced by all he said “ Perform the 
ceremony with my cane”. 

‘Tt is done for those who are far away, especially those 
fighting on thee battlefield who want to get themselves 
married soon after their return. In such cases the betrothal 
ceremony is performed to fix up the marriage and the sword 
of the bridegroom is placed on the stage. ‘Your silly talk will 
upset everybody. Ammajan will drive you out of the house. 
As it is she is annoyed with you,” said Nazni. 

‘““Why don’t you leave me in peace? Doing all these 
things you drive me crazy. You will be happy perhaps when 
I die.” 

“Akram, you break my heart. Don’t say _ill-omened 
things when the happiest day of your life is commencing. 
I have lived to see this day and surmounted unsurmountable 
difficulties. Do this for me,” said Nazni with tears in her 
eyes. 

“At what time does the ceremony take place?” said 
Akram who had changed his mind. 

“Tt can’t be earlier than eleven or twelve o'clock at night. 
They will have dinner first. It will be a long affair,” said 
Nazni. 

“T shall be present,” said Akram. 

Akram thought of paying a flying visit to Rose and 
returning early for the function. The grand dinner started 
and Kabeer was extremely busy in entertaining guests. Akram 
gave instructions to Raju to be near his room and if’ he was 
wanted to tell them that he had a headache and was sleeping. 
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He had asked him to wake him up at eleven. Akram left for 
Rose’s house at nine, but he was restless. 

“You are unusually serious to-day,” said Rose. 

“Yes, I don’t know why. Something is heavy on my 
mind.” 

“You ought to be happy. It is your lucky day. All of 
them are enjoying themselves in your honour. Your pro- 
spective wife is very beautiful and wealthy.” 

“Who told you that ?” 

“ Maghbool praised her.” 

“ Such tidings have different effects on different people. 
I think that is the cause of my distress.” 

“J don’t see any reason why you should be depressed. 
You have to yield to your parents’ wishes,” said Rose. 

“Will you keep up the same friendship with me even 
afterwards ?”’ 

“Why not? It won’t make any difference.” 

Akram left the place at half past ten and walked along 
the long dark road. When he reached the turning he saw 
two young men in typical Muslim costume approaching him. 
They had emerged from the corner of a big building. This 
looked rather suspicious to Akram, who recognised one of 
them as a thorough loafer and bad character. He had for a 
long time avoided the company of the young men of the town, 
so pretending not to recognise them he began to walk briskly. 

“From where are you coming, Nawab Sahib ?” said one 
of them, standing in Akram’s way. 

‘Who is Nawab ? Have you gone off your head? What 
business have you to question me ?” 

‘It is our duty to check a Muslim and to put him on the 
right way.” 

‘“‘T am not a Muslim,” said Akram. 

“You deny your religion! There is no greater sin than 
that. Do you know what has happened to such men in our 
country ? We know who you are and what you are doing.” 
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‘Get away from here, you rascal. Try to know yourself 
and your life first before you correct others. They are much 
better than you.” | 

‘You call us rascals ? You are living a worse life than 
ours,” said they and one seized hold of Akram’s collar. 

‘Promise us that you will never step into that kafirni’s 
house again,” said the daring man. 

“Do you know what you will get? You badmash, 
badzat, harami! You have come to teach me and dictate to 
me? Do you know who I am?” said Akram giving a slap on 
the opponent’s face. He returned it with double force. Akram 
felt giddy yet he kicked the fellow in the stomach. The 
scamp fell down, but this was the signal for the gang to jump 
out of its hiding place. 

“He calls us names and has killed one of our brethren. 
He shall not be left alive!” they shouted, and began to rain 
blow after blow on Akram. 

‘‘Do you taste the result of your impertinence? See how 
respectable you are! You are disgracing our religion and your 
family, yet you imagine you are dignified,” shouted the mob, at 
the same time kicking the fallen Akram and giving him blows 
with their fists. Someone brought sticks and with them 
struck the unconscious man who responded neither in words 
nor in action. Seeing him motionless they made a plan to 
quit the place but one of them suggested that they should not 
leave a Muslim to die without reciting Kalima. “If his body is 
sent to his house when he comes to consciousness his people 
will make him die a Muslim’s death.” 

“No no, we will be caught,” said the rest. 

‘“We shall take a carriage and tell the driver to take 
him,” persisted the kind-hearted man. 

‘Let us all disappear. One is enough to do the job, and 
he can easily slip away,” said they, and vanished. 

A bullock cart was engaged and the driver was given 
directions and great hopes of a big reward for his kind deed. 
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The grand dinner for the monstrous gathering was over. 
The servants were sent to have their food. Raju also left his 
post of guard. Akram was sent for by the ladies. A search 
began and he could not be found. Raju was questioned, who 
said he must have left the house after he had gone for his food. 
Servants and friends were sent all over the neighbourhood to 
bring him, but no one expected that Akram would be brought 
home in a bullock cart. 

The news of his absence reached the Zenana. A general 
wailing began. Kabeer was upset and in his uneasiness he 
went to the gate to wait for the messengers. Some of them 
came back unsuccessful. A bullock cart was seen slowly 
approaching the house. 

‘“What does it bring?” said Kabeer. 

‘“T found this man near the big gutter. As I had seen 
him coming out of this house I brought him here,” said the 
cart man. 

‘“‘What do you say? Whom have you brought? Where 
was he ?” ejaculated Kabeer and ran to the cart to see. 

‘““My son, my Akram, my first-born! What has happened 
to you?” cried Kabeer. But before he could do more 
everything went black, he fell and was deprived of sense and 
motion, and his breathing was laboured. 

Kabeer and Akram were carried into the house and were 
placed on beds. Akram’s face was swollen blue, and at first 
sight hardly recognisable. His white silk shirt and grey 
suit were wet with blood. ‘“ He has vomitted blood! Oh 
God,” said someone. 

‘The shaking and jerking of the cart has overstrained 
his imjured nerves,” said one of the relations. 

A doctor was immediately sent for. 

“Life is extinct. The case is beyond control. Unless 
great care is taken there is no hope,” said the doctor. 

Akram was still unconscious. The ladies were allowed to 
see him, They raised a cry that could have brought life even 
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toa dead body. Nazni was near his head, stroking it with a 
gentle hand. 

“ Akram, speak one word! I am going to hear it. Take 
me with you!” she cried. 

Akram opened his eyes and looked round. He saw 
Nazni and stared in her face. 

“ Bi bi, don’t cry,” he said faintly. 

“T don’t cry. I promise not to as you are well,” said 
Nazni in excitement. 

He closed his eyes and opened his mouth. 

“He is feeling thirsty. Give him some milk,” said 
Zuhra. He drank two spoons of milk and shook his head to 
stop. Two nurses were sent for to look after him and Kabeer. 
Medicines and injections were given to both. Their effect 
on Akram was progressive. He slept. Kabeer’s condition 
seemed serious but the ladies were not informed of his health. 
The doctor diagnosed the disease as ‘‘hemiplegia.”” He had 
fit after fit and there was no improvement. His mind remained 
impaired and he did not regain sensibility for days. 
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CHAPTER XXI 


Doulath Khan, Nazni’s father, was one of the invitees to 
the betrothal ceremony. He was very old and needed two 
men to help him to go from one place to another, yet his 
desire to see the function of his grandson brought him. His 
presence was a blessing in disguise as it saved Akram’s life. 
He was both bodily and mentally inactive till he heard that 
his grandson had been brought home unconscious and his 
son-in-law had fainted. 

As there was no elderly male member he took charge of 
the situation, sent for his family doctor, nurses and male ayahas, 
converted the bedrooms into wards, sent the ladies from the 
Mardana with the help of nurses, and made his home there. 

The morning brought office bearers, visitors and relations. 
Every one of them was anxious to see the patients but none 
was admitted. Akram regained consciousness in the morning 
but found himself utterly unable to move his limbs. Gradu- 
ally the swelling came down and the fever dropped. His 
recovery was slow but satisfactory. 

While Akram made progress Kabeer continued in the 
same stupor. He could neither be called dead nor alive and 
remained for days and weeks unconscious. The only motion 
to distinguish him from a dead body was seen when he had 
fits which occurred at intervals of three or four hours. 

Akram knew nothing of his father’s illness. He expected 
him in his room every day but not seeing him thought that he 
must have come to know the cause of the attack on his son 
which had made him hate him. He listened to hear him talk- 
ing or ordering the servants but in that too he was disappointed. 
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He asked the nurse about him. She said that no one was per- 
mitted to come to him. As Nazni also did not come to see him 
but only sent messages through the nurse he was contented. 

Though his body was inactive his mind was alert. He 
reflected on his conduct and the event which came so near to 
ending his life on the spot. Shame and repentance took root in 
his heart. What brought him to that condition was a dilemma 
and he concluded that it was the hand of God that had saved 
him miraculously and had punished him to make him realise 
his sin and lead a better life. Was he not following his 
father’s footsteps in his own way? Was it a well-trodden 
road to make an ideal for his life? The miseries of the ladies 
in the Zenana, his mother’s weeping and grievances, the sad 
picture of Maghbool’s woe-begone eyes, her songs, her apparent 
indifference to her life, Munira’s slavery, her sarcastic 
remarks, and last not least Mohamood’s treachery against 
him and his consequent sufferings and the unhappy days 
and nights he passed all flashed across his mind. How could his 
father be so heartless as not to guess what were his wives’ 
feelings and what kind of life he had given them? He 
recollected an Urdu quotation which meant that there is no 
relationship in the world where one finds two bodies but one 
heart. He felt that if something terrible did not happen to his 
father for having killed so many hearts he would be surprised. 
He said to himself that when it was so difficult to please one’s 
own heart how was it possible to please others’ ? 

During the second week Akram’s progress was rapid and 
he was allowed to sit up. His relations and close friends were 
permitted to see him. One day an associate of his called 
Murtaza brought a letter. 

‘A very close friend of mine gave this to you.” 

“Your friend gave this to me?” repeated Akram. “I know 
this man: where is he? I was under the impression that he had 
disappeared from the city. I see he wants to see me. Ask him 
to come to-morrow,” said Akram reading the letter. 
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“They don’t allow visitors to see you or else he would 
have come with me.” 

“T'll give you a permit to be given to him. Ask him to 
show it to the nurse. I shall also speak to her about it.” 

Murtaza intended to take George with him to see Akram 
but George was bent upon going alone. 

“Tt is very kind of you to take the trouble of coming 
to see me. Do you want any help from me?” said 
Akram. 

In the presence of his supposed rival George felt his 
throat and tongue paralysed. His conscience from the day 
of that unhappy incident had kept him miserable. He had 
resolved to goto Akram to confess what he had done and 
part from him as a friend. ‘“ How is Rose? It is ages since I 
saw her last,” said Akram. Again no reply came from the statue 
in front of him. 

‘While I was coming to your room she saw me but 
turned her head. This is the first time I had a glimpse of 
her for months,” said George, exerting himself. 

‘So she is here. Shall I call her and bring about a recon- 
ciliation between you two?” 

‘‘No, please, don’t do that. My conscience is not clear.” 

“Your conscience is not clear?” repeated Akram. ‘Do 
you mean you still think her faithless ° 

“Her faithfulness is unimpeachable. She was too good 
for me to get on with her.” 

“Then what is it that pricks your conscience ?” 

‘“T have been very inconsiderate to both of you and 
unbelievably cruel to you,” stammered George. 

‘‘T don’t remember any wrong done by you to me.” 

‘I am a criminal and acted ungratefully towards you. I 
did not mean any harm but I did not realise the extent of 
injury that would be done by those thoughtless and pitiless 
people. They acted on my injunction so I am responsible for 
the catastrophe. ”’ 
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“T don’t understand you.” 

“You are too noble to understand the baseness of my 
nature. I instructed the bandits and gave them directions to 
meet you but only to threaten you. To my regret they over- 
did it. I have come to beg your pardon. After achieving it I 
shall leave the town. I was sure of the magnanimity of your 
heart. I am here ready for anything you like to do with me. 
Either you can exile me or hand me over to the police.” 

The revelation agitated Akram but another thought made 
him calm. 

‘Tell me sincerely if you still love Rose. ” 

‘‘T adore her. I shall do so all my life. It is my devotion 
to her that made me act so treacherously. ”’ 

“Your devotion to her is a virtue. You should not be 
punished for it. In fact you don’t deserve any punishment. I 
was an intruder in your happy life. I am punished rightly by 
both God and my own conscience.” 

George was silent and Akram rang the bell. George 
was on pins not knowing the decision of the man on whose 
mercy he had thrown himself. The nurse entered. 

“Fetch Rose this minute.” 

“Your Grandpa has strictly ordered everyone in the 
premises not to allow Rose to see you. The very first day 
after the incident she tried to come but was snubbed. When 
the permission for relations was given she tried again but 
Doulath Khan plainly told her that she was not your relative.” 

“Oh heavens, all these complications have arisen and | 
am unaware of them. Tell Grandpa that Rose’s fiance has 
come to see me and I should feel pleased to see them together. 
Ask him not to deprive me of a little pleasure.” 

‘Oh, no no, Akram. She would not come here. You are 
taking unnecessary trouble,” interrupted George impulsively. 
The nurse had already gone to obey the command. 

“Rose, come in. Why are you standing so far away? 
Are you afraid of infection? Sit down here. I am very sorry 
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to hear that you were not allowed to see me. Well, at least 
you came to see your fiance.” 

“T shall come after some time,” said Rose, turning to go 
back. 

“Rose, Rose, I call you and you disobey me openly!” 

“T am not in a mood to talk to you, Master Akram.” 

“Yes, I know, woman are moody, but when they are 
commanded by their master their spirit is killed,” said Akram, 
which brought a big smile to her face. She came back and 
sat down. - 

‘‘Please tell me why you sent for me. There is a lot to 
be attended to in the office.” 

“Postpone your work for a later hour. You have the 
whole day. Take papers and attend to them at home.” 

‘Don’t tease me. The work is increasing day by day. 
I find no time even to breathe.” 

“Unless you are patient and show calmness I won't say 
what I want to as it needs a lot of patience, wisdom and 
justice. I shall waste your time in wrangling and keep you 
in suspense. ’’ . 

Rose had no alternative. “I shall sit here the whole day 
to make up for all those days of anguish.” 

“Now you are a good girl.” 

George was both dumb and deaf for the present. The 
familiarity between them vexed him, but he was a man who 
had been jilted in love and who was condemned and left to 
their merey. “I want you to be reconciled with George.” 

‘What, you want me to be the wife of a murderer? Ask 
me anything but that.” 

‘ How dare you call him a murderer ?” 

‘If you only knew what he had done you would send for 
a policeman and hand him over to him this minute.” 

‘Who told you that? Do you believe in any rot talked 
by street beggars? I find no difference between you and an 
ordinary gosha woman.” 


297 


It is not rot told by street beggars,” said Rose. ‘A case 
is going on against him in the court. His associates have 
betrayed him. When you were brought home unconscious 
master lost consciousness and did not regain it till to-day. Your 
Grandpapa handed over the cart man to the police. He was 
innocent and gave the name of the man who directed him to 
bring you home. They have arrested ten scamps. Enquiries 
are made daily and new arrests are expected. The cad 
before you is on the point of arrest. The police are after him. 
So very slyly he has come to effect an escape through your 
unbounded generosity.” 

George stood up impulsively. “Please permit me to go,” 
said he. 

‘No, no, you can’t go so soon,” said Akram. ‘ We 
haven't finished yet.” 

This naturally perplexed George and he was trying not to 
show his anxiety. 

‘“ Don’t be so rude without knowing the facts, Rose. You 
are very hasty in your remarks.” 

“Tam not at all hasty. I am studying and judging every 
event and every report brought by reliable persons. I am just 
waiting to see justice done.” 

“The reports from your reliable persons are the most 
unreliable. Forget and forgive all that. Don’t you like to please 
me? Not because I am your master but because I am sick ? 
A man who has so narrowly escaped death must be humoured 
by all. Everybody should think that it is his duty to under- 
go a bit of sacrifice for him. Can’t you do that much service 
for a person who came out of the jaws of death? ” 

“ Akram, you are doing a wrong thing. You are trying 
to lodge a snake in your house. Don’t believe in his present 
meekness. Any moment he gets a chance he may turn and 
bite you. Destroy it when you can and prevent others from 
being bitten by it.” 

“It has already bitten me so it won’t do it again. God 


298 


who is the Saviour has saved me from its poison. When 
God is my protector no one will harm me. You will see the 
very snake will turn out to be a very fine and harmless 
insect.” 

‘Don’t let your imagination run away with you. You 
can never expect an apple from a hazel tree.” 

“Rose, don’t exhaust your philosophy here but listen to 
reason.” 

“Yes, act against my own conscience. If you had not 
survived I would have shot him dead before the law of the 
country did it.” 

“Tt would have been my lucky day,” interrupted George 
whose patience had reached its end. Akram gave him a sign 
not to open his mouth. 

“Saving a person’s life is nobler than destroying it. 
My life is saved, so give me a chance of making someone's 
life. He is not directly responsible for all that happened. 
On the other hand I am the chief cause of it. When a sinner 
like myself is protected why should a lesser criminal be 
punished?” said Akram. 

“He is a notorious gangster,” ejaculated Rose. ‘“ He tried 
to murder you. Association with him has given me a bad 
name. Everybody here looks at me suspiciously. Hundreds 
of people are allowed to see you but not I, though I am 
here from morning to night.” 

‘‘He did no wrong to you. Whatever has been done is 
my own concern. You should not bother about it. I have 
forgiven him for it.” 

“The police are after him. Let him undergo the punish- 
ment he deserves and purify his soul before he dreams of 
reconciliation. He has to train himself to be a husband before 
he can think of marrying. He is too ill-trained to hold that 
responsible position.” 

‘Leave the question of his arrest to me. I shall see that 
no one touches him.” 
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“My acceptance of him is a matter of my heart. You 
cannot change it. I work here because I am paid for it. 
Expect nothing more than that from me.” 

“So you have no human feelings, no regard for my suffer- 
ings, no inclination to oblige a person who is sincere to you?” 

“My uncle said that after the enquiries are made I shall 
be sacked from my job. Hence there is no question of oblig- 
ing you against my conscience.” 

“J promise you a promotion and a permanent post. 
Nothing will please me more and make me get well quicker 
than your compliance with my request. You will be doing me 
a personal favour.” 

‘What do you want me to do? Do you want me to kneel 
down before him and ask forgiveness for my sins?” 

“T am not so heartless as to make you do that,” said 
Akram, and turning to George said, “Show your chivalry if 
you really adore her as you confessed before she came in.” 

George got up and knelt down before Rose who stood up 
surprised. Her dignity was wounded. Tears were falling 
from her eyes which blinded her. She did not see clearly 
what George was doing. ‘‘ Forgive him, Rose, won’t you have 
pity on him ?” 

Rose wiped her eyes, saw the pathetic sight before 
her and stretched her hand without a word. 

‘George, raise your head, take that noble hand, respect 
and revere it all your life. Prove by your untiring efforts a 
worthy possessor of it.” 

“Rose, I have given you leave to-day. Both of you go 
home to celebrate your reunion,’ said Akram shaking hands 
with both. 

Akram sent for Alexander and asked him about the case 
against George. He found out that he was held directly 
responsible for the event and would be arrested soon. 

‘He can’t be held responsible for it. There is no proof 
of his being one of them.” 
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“He gave them a plan of your house drawn by himself.” 

“ Did he sign it ?” 

66 No.” 

“Then he can deny it flatly. Those loafers are up 
to anything. Hurry up, go to the court and explain the matter 
clearly to the judge before the orders for his arrest are passed. 
Take our car or else you will be delayed.” 

Alexander was worried more than words could describe. 
He did not know any way to solve the problem unless Akram 
took up the matter. There was no other possibility of saving 
George from disgrace. He thought the opportunity was 
God-sent and he should make the best use of it. 

‘Since you are well you will be questioned. Thanks to 
the doctors’ wisdom in prohibiting visitors to see you, the 
police people were prevented from entering your room. But 
for that George would have been in jail to-day.” 

‘When they come tome I shall see it through. You 
have confidence in my support.” 

‘Nobility is personified in you, my dear young man. You 
are really a worthy successor of your father and grandfather,” 
said Alexander. 

The doctor came to see Akram. 

‘“You have been having too many visitors. The strain 
of talking with them is too great. I must limit their number.” 

‘‘T am healthy. I feel quite strong enough to talk and act. 
I want to see father. You kept me in the dark about him. 
What happened to him? How is he now?” 

“Who told you about him? What did you hear ?”’ 

‘Doctor, when his life is in danger you need not be an- 
xious about mine. You took precautions and saved me but I 
can’t be irresponsible any longer. I must see him this minute.’’ 

‘Your Grandpa’s permission is to be taken. I am obey- 
ing him in everything but medicine.” 

‘It is almost a fortnight since I had the accident. I am 
dying to see him, yet you hesitate to take me there,” said 
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Akram. He got off his bed and struggled to stand up. The 
doctor held him. 

‘Master Akram, you don’t listen to me.” 

‘TI obeyed you patiently all this time and now that stage 
is gone. Help me to go to himor give me a staff. Don’t 
bother, I feel fit.” 

‘What is wrong with him? He seems like a person 
deep in sleep,”’ said Akram seeing Kabeer. He did not lose 
his head or cry out. His sense of responsibility gave him 
calmness and wisdom. 

‘ Apoplexy.” 

“‘ How did he get it?” 

‘Tt often results from sudden emotion, a violent passion 
or overloading the stomach.” 

“So I am the chief cause of his condition. Has he 
regained sensibility since then ?” 

“His stupor is increasing day by day and there is abso- 
lutely no improvement in hisicondition. It will end in death.” 

“So his end is near ?” 

‘That is certain. It is only a matter of a couple of days.”’ 

“Yet you wanted to send him to his grave without my 
knowledge.” 

‘We knew his case was hopeless and all our attempts 
were concentrated in your complete recovery.” 

Akram went back to his room. His mind was disturbed. 
His father was leaving a heavy responsibility on his shoulders. 
What a condition he was in. A terrible kind of sickness 
which keeps a man alive yet unable to say what he wants to. 
He wantonly created a heavy responsibility before he fulfilled 
his duty to those innocent and helpless creatures. He is going 
away leaving them in the lurch. His three wives—who knows 
how many he had? His nocturnal visits must have been on 
some purpose. Well, the care and protection of his three wives 
and children is my duty. Loans were taken, properties were 
mortgaged and the income was limited. He had to take the 
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reins in his hand and clear all debts, to find out exactly how 
much he could spend to live a decent life. 

Mahamood, Akram’s step-brother, was sent by Zuhra 
every day to enquire about the health of the patients. The 
nurses were given strict orders to say nothing alarming to any 
enquirer. They said that the patients were getting better. If 
she wanted to see Kabeer they said that he was sleeping. 
Zuhra’s patience was exhausted and she could not be satisfied 
with inere reports. ; . 

“If they are better why don’t they come here?” she said 
often. 

‘Break down the door. I shall go to see him. Do they want 
to separate my son from me in my lifetime? It is something 
serious, otherwise he would not have stayed in bed without 
seeing me. Don’t ask those wretches, the nurses, ask Akram. 
Tell him that I want to see my son.” 

“Granny asked me to’go to you and ask you of your 
health and father’s. She keeps on crying day and night as she 
has bad dreams about him. She is almost bedridden. She 
wants to see him.” 

‘“T shall ask them to open the middle door to-night. Tell 
them all to be ready to come here. Take a promise from 
every one of them not to raise a cry. They will only make his 
condition worse.” 

The wicket gate was opened inthe night. The male 
servants, doctor and other relations were all sent to a room to 
observe purdah for a change. Zuhra was led by two of her 
daughters-in-law. The shock of Kabeer’s illness had under- 
mined her health and sapped her energy. Akram himself 
came near the steps to receive them all and to take them first 
to his room to prepare them in advance to see Kabeer. As 
soon as Nazni saw Akram she forgot all about her mother-in- 
law. Without thinking she left her arm and went straight to 
Akram. Maghbool who always kept herself aloof ran reluct- 
antly to hold Zuhra’s arm. 
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“T was dying to see you. God knows what anxious ¢ 
I have passed. But for father’s timely information of your 
gress I would not have stayed there so long,” said Nz 
touching her son’s chin gently. All of them went into Akra: 
room. 

‘Where is my Kabeer? Where is my son? I don’t w. 
to sit here. Take me to him first,” said Zuhra. 

“Granny, please sit for five minutes here. Doctor 
giving him an injection.” 

“Enough of their injections as medicine! What go 
have they done to him with all that?” 

“His disease is a serious one. Many people of | 
age don’t:recover from it.” 

‘‘Manhoos, don’t utter such ill-omened notions. You a 
wishing ill of him. Is it for this he sacrificed his life for yc 
and brought you up to wish ill for him? His heart will bre< 
if he hears you talking so heedlessly of his life.” 

“He can neither hear nor talk nor even open his eye 
From the day he fainted he is in a deep sleeping conditio: 
I am not wishing ill of him but explain the plain truth.” 

‘Whatever comes out of one’s mouth, it takes place. 
want to hear nothing. ‘Take me to him first.” 

Zuhra was ushered into the room. As soon as she sav 
Kabeer she screamed, ran to him and embraced him. 

“Kabeer, Kabeer, Bava, get up and sit down. Open you 
eyes and look at me.” 

“Don’t shake him, Granny. That arm has been injected 
It may hurt him.” | 

“Let your doctors and your injections go to hell. They 
have brought this condition on him. This is nothing except 
Shaitan ka sawya. The evil spirit possessed him because he 
went after eating rich food in the middle of the night. No 
medicine will cure him. He must be treated by those who 
bring down the evil spirits by force. Send for Pariyanwali, 
they do it in no time. Until the spirit comes down he will 
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neither open his eyes nor eat anything. They treated me 
like a child and kept me in the dark, frightened me with the 
names of doctors and nurses to bring this condition on him. 
It is a wonder they did not practise their operation on him. 
I am not going to allow your nonsense to go on any more. 
I shall put my foot down and see that he recovers,” sobbed 
Zuhra. 

She threw the ice bag from -his forehead and the hot 
water bottles from his lower limbs and abdomen. She put 
him straight and asked the cook to go at once to bring a Peer. 
Meanwhile she burnt incense and scented sticks and recited 
verses from the Quran. 

‘Granny is bent upon treating father herself. She wants 
no one to come into his room,” said Akram to Doulath Khan. 

“Tell her that his disease is a serious one. If proper treat- 
ment is not given his death is certain and soon. Let her do 
whatever she likes but not stop the doctor's treatment.” 

‘She was vexed when I said that many people do not 
recover from it. She said that I was wishing ill of him.” 

“‘ Let us consult the doctor and see what he says.” 

“ With all our care he has a life of forty eight hours. 
Our treatment will lessen his suffering and his death will be 
easier.” 

‘‘Do you want to stop your treatment then ?”’ 

“It does not matter much. If they with their treatment 
see that his bowels are free and nourishment is injected it 
means the same.” 

It was decided to keep a nurse for the purpose and leave 
the patient to Zuhra who could not bear the sight of the 
nourishing injection. It was a long process and the place was 
swollen. The nurse refused to work with Zuhra and left. 

Early in the morning a goat was sacrified anda fowl, 
eggs, rice, salt, wheat and money were arranged in a tray and 
placed near Kabeer’s head. These had to do the work of 
pacifying the evil spirits the whole day and were given to 
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beggars in the night. Thaviz and palithas were brought from 
the Peers and were tied and burnt. Cheenees were got written 
and washed and he was made to drink. A pooja was per- 
formed to bring down the evil spirit. Zuhra sat beside him 
day and night calling his name and holding his hand. To her 
satisfaction her voice made him feel her hand and by his 
facial expression she found that he wanted to speak but could 
not. This was a promising sign and the treatment in its 
different aspects increased. 

The next morning a cart with ladies was announced. 

“Take them to the Zenana, we are worried to death and 
can’t entertain guests,” said Zuhra. 

‘“‘They have come to see master,” said the servant. 

“Ladies want to see him?” repeated Zuhra. ‘ What 
nonsense! Wretch, tell them he is not well to discuss business. 
They may have come to get rent excused. Ask them to pray 
for him. When he is well their request will be satisfied.” 

‘They say that they want nothing from him. They came 
to see him because they heard of his illness and they have 
been praying day and night for his speedy recovery.” 

‘Very surprising ! Women who know him? They know 
his illness and pray for him? They seem toclaim a relation- 
ship with him,” said Zuhra. 

“ Let them come and see him. What difference does it 
make ?” said Maghbool who was ever ready to offer a little 
help to the needy. 

Noorjahan, Kabeer’s fourth wife, followed by her grand- 
mother entered the room and both began weeping. 

‘My dear son, what has come to you? Let your mis- 
fortune come to me and make me die near your feet. You 
are our benefactor. You supported us when we were helpless. 
You gave us a home and made us see comfort,” cried the old 
woman holding Kabeer’s cold feet. 

The pathetic cry of the visitors made all in the room shed 
sympathetic tears as they did at the entrance of every new- 
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comer. After some time everybody stopped crying except 
Noorjahan. The girl’s sorrow was great. She had led a 
miserable life. The happy days were short. Before she 
could begin to enjoy them she was informed by Mustafa that 
Kabeer was seriously ill and the doctors had given up 
hope. 

“Who are you?” asked Zuhra. 

‘“'We are your old tenants.” 

‘Who is this girl? She seems badly affected.” 

“She is my granddaughter and your daughter-in-law.” 

Zuhra and Kabeer’s other wives opened their mouths and 
eyes in surprise and focussed them on Noorjahan. Her beauty 
and youth had already created a desirable effect on them. 
Zuhra as usual recovered from the shock first. 

‘I have come across hundreds of people with such made- 
up stories on such occasions. Your plot is not well-planned. 
Such schemes have succeeded in connection with people who 
die unclaimed by relations. You can’t claim relationship with 
him as he kept nothing secret from me. There was no need 
to bring a new wife. He had enough of them at home. When 
he was in the throes of getting his son married would he go 
and get a young woman married himself? The absurdity 
of the design is clear as the day !” raved Zuhra. 

“Don’t condemn us. We have not come here with stories. 
We are poor and dare not go to the rich with schemes. 
Tears do not come from one’s eyes unless one’s heart is burnt. 
Her married life has been very short and she sees her 
husband on his deathbed.” 

“You wretched woman, don’t take the name of death 
in this house! Let his bed be a lucky one to make his life long 
and let him sleep on it for a hundred years. Let the evil that 
has come to him go to his enemies. He is getting better. 
Women’s tears are not scanty, they can shed any amount of 
them if they want to. Before you entered the house you said 
you were praying for him and now you are cursing him. 
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This wretched woman allowed you to get in. I would not have 
done it even for the world! ” cried Zuhra. 

“Let him be well. Who does not want him to be cured ? 
His loss means our loss. We dare not wish ill of him,” said 
the old woman. 

“You are a liar. He will never do a thing without my 
permission. I can’t believe you without a proper witness.” 

“ Ascertain it from Mustafa.” 

“We have something better to do. Worries have driven 
us mad. Our only care now isto save his life. Don’t bea 
nuisance to us. ‘Take your dirty faces from here.” 

“Don’t drive us out. We don’t leave the place till he is 
well.” 

“Even if they kill me I shall die here happily,” interrupt- 
ed Noorjahan. 

‘When did you become so loving? Those who have 
been living with him for years don’t express such regard for 
him,” said Munira. 

‘Wait and see how many more wives will claim his 
relationship. I think there are as many as there are hairs on 
his head. There is nothing surprising in it. He must have 
married her secretly as he did others,” said Maghbool. 

‘‘ Just because you came slyly do you think others did the 
same?” said Nazni whose dignity as the frst wife was 
wounded. 

“You will die a pig’s death if you suspect and talk lightly 
of him. He is your Neema khuda. You tortured him and 
tormented him all your life. You don’t leave him in peace 
even now. Noble wives hide the failings of their husbands 
and you talk ill of him even though there is nothing. What 
kind of death will you die, I wonder ?” howled Zuhra. 

Akram was announced and the newcomers had to leave 
the room to observe purdah in front of him. 

“My grandson is coming. Leave the room,” said Zuhra 
turning to the old woman. 
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“T am an old woman: let him come. He is like my grand- 
son,” said Noorjahan’s grandmother. | 

“Let that shameless creature go. Ask her to go andi sit 
in the cart,’’ said Zuhra. 

“T am not going to stir from here. Let not one but 
hundreds of men come. I shall crave for justice from them. 
Women can never be just to women,” said Noorjahan boldly. 

‘““So young and so audacious. See how she bosses every- 
body. Slap her and send her inside the room. She has enticed 
away one member of this family already. Now she wants to 
try her tricks on that unmarried boy,” said Zuhra. 

“She is hurt to the point of boldness. If she does not care 
for her purdah let her sit here,” said Maghbool and called 
Akram in. The others dispersed. Zuhra’s spirit had cooled 
down from the time Kabeer feel ill, Maghbool felt free to 
speak out. 

“ Bava, this is your stepmother recently married but your 
grandmother refuses to acknowledge her,” said the old woman. 

“When did he marry her?” 

“Last Ramzan, that makes nine months.” 

“ All lies. He never did it. They have come with a made- 
up story to getashare from your property. Don’t listen to 
them,” said Zuhra. 

‘Why don’t you keep quiet, Granny ?” 

“Why should I when my son’s honour is at stake? And 
specially when he can’t speak for himself?” 

‘What proof have you of it?” 

‘The jewels and clothes on her body are the sure proof. 
We are poor people and could not afford to buy them.” 

‘This is not sufficient proof.” 

‘Ask Mustafa. He will give you the details. - He is the 
man who arranged and performed the marriage.” 

‘You did not come here when he was well.” 

“He kept it a secret. Even his visits were made at 
night. We knew nothing of his illness till yesterday when 


309 


Mustafa himself came and asked us to come here,” said the 
old woman. 

Akram remembered Kabeer’s disappearance from home 
after dinner on the pretext of short walks and left the place 
without a word. 

“ Did you hear the history of your angel? You blamed 
me for suspecting him,” said Maghbool who had become 
unusually bold. 

“ Ungrateful wretches, do whatever you like to him since 
he is helpless. God will transfer all his misfortunes to you.” 

Mustafa was sent for and enquiries were made. The 
newcomers were allowed to stay. Munira extracted every 
detail of Noorjahan’s marriage from her and the old woman. 
Maghbool left the house with all her belongings. With all 
the care Kabeer's condition grew worse and he passed away. 
Zuhra lived only for two days separated from her son. Just 
before her end all her daughters-in-law were near her. 

“T knew that my end was not very far when I saw Noor- 
jahan with dimples in her cheeks.” 

‘“People say that very beautiful wives cause their 
hushand’s death soon.. Within a year of her marriage she 
sent him,” said Munira. ) 

‘Her dimples are sending me to my grave,” said Zuhra. 

The icy hand of death was not gentle on Zuhra. She 
suffered terribly before she died. Nazni achieved the coveted 
position. Munira and Noorjahan being helpless continued in 
the same house under Nazni’s regiine. 
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